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ABSTRACT
Dykstra-Lathrop, Deanna Kay. School leadership through the Covid-19 pandemic: A
phenomenological study. Published Doctor of Education Dissertation, University of
Northern Colorado, 2022.
This phenomenological study presented the lived experiences of eight high school
principals who led through the COVID-19 pandemic. The participants represented eight different
school from five school districts from across Colorado. Each participant’s school implemented
1:1 devices, namely Chromebooks or iPads, for each student prior to the pandemic’s onset. The
research question that guided this study was: What are lived experiences of high school
principals who led through the COVID-19 pandemic? Data were collected via one-hour,
individual, semi-structured interviews in person or via Zoom, then transcribed and analyzed. A
phenomenological approach to the data was employed while implementing bridling methods on
the researcher’s part. Three key themes emerged from the data. Theme 1 included hardships of
the pandemic and contained five subthemes: (a) the pandemic was hard on leaders, (b) the
pandemic was hard on teachers, (c) the pandemic was hard on students, (d) the pandemic was
hard on the community, and (e) symbolic events helped ease hardships. Theme 2 was the
pandemic as catalyst and presented four subthemes: (a) catalyst for shifts in grading practices,
(b) catalyst for shifts in weekly schedules, (c) catalyst for shifts in meeting protocols, (d) catalyst
for a renewed focus on the leaders’ work. The final theme was support is critical. The third
theme included five subthemes: (a) district support for leaders, (b) mental health support for the
school community, (c) school leaders’ support for teachers, (d) school leaders’ support for self,
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and (e) school leaders creating connections as support. Significant statements directly from
interviews with the participants were included to support the findings. A summary and
discussion of the findings and their relation to the literature, implications for policy and practice,
and recommendations for school leaders and future research are also presented.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY
The disruption to schools and the pressure on school leaders due to the COVID-19
pandemic has been well documented and ever-evolving (Armitage & Nellums, 2020; Harris,
2020; Hernandez, 2020). The disruption has led to school closures (Hernandez, 2020), loss of life
(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, n.d.), as well as a major disruption to leaders’
routines (Coletrain, 2020; Harris, 2020; Zhao, 2020). Specifically related to school leadership,
Wilson (2020) stated succinctly, “The potentially life-altering consequences of good or poor
leadership have, for many of us, likely never been quite so starkly apparent than at present” (p.
280). In order to cope, adapt, and ultimately lead in the pandemic and other times of rapid
change, school leaders must quickly build relevant knowledge and skills (Wilson, 2020).
Moreover, new challenges for school leaders have erupted given the disruption the
pandemic has created (Harris, 2020; Harris & Jones, 2020; Netolicky, 2020). Related to the
pandemic, Netolicky (2020) emphasized, “We are in a time of adaptation and evolution, by
necessity” (p. 4). Whether schools have gone remote or operated in a hybrid of face-to-face and
remote learning, these sudden adaptations have changed how schools have operated throughout
the pandemic (Harris & Jones, 2020). Concerns also abounded when schools shifted to online
remote learning, learners’ needs were not being met (De La Rosa, 2020; Fernandez & Shaw,
2020; Kaplan, 2020), creating additional challenges for school leaders that are in uncharted areas
of research.
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Furthermore, in the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, school leaders have expressed their
personal and professional struggles in public online spaces like Twitter (Ahmad, 2020; A.
Brewer, 2020; H. M. Brewer, 2020; Ghidiu, 2020; Lehmann, 2020). In addition to school
leaders’ personal posts, research has started to surface regarding issues that leaders have faced
across the world (Harris, 2020; Haslam et al., 2021; Netolicky, 2020; Watkins & Walker, 2021).
To wit, Netolicky (2020) purported school leaders have had to balance “accountability and
autonomy; equity and excellence; the individual and the collective and well-being and workload”
(p. 3). Further, in light of the public-facing tweets referenced above, Harris (2020) offered the
following related to leaders’ struggles during the pandemic, “The sheer messiness, frustration
and unpredictability of living through a global pandemic means that there are no fixed points or
certainties” (p. 2). Finally, Harris and Jones (2020) pointed to a current gap in the research
related to how school leaders are leading through the pandemic.
Schools’ Approaches through the COVID-19 Pandemic
Around the globe, schools have taken a variety of approaches to learning during the
course of the COVID-19 pandemic (Sheikh et al., 2020). In March of 2020, schools across the
United States closed, forcing teachers to teach, administrators to lead, and students to learn
online, all from home (Education Week Staff, 2021). Approaches to schooling evolved as
infection rates rose in the fall of 2020, then evolved again as vaccination rates increased in the
winter of 2021 as schools began reopening to in-person learning (Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention, n.d.; Education Week Staff, 2021). The word “pivot” was echoed throughout
news publications (Breunlin, 2020; Lieberman, 2020; Seifert, 2020) as schools modified and
adapted plans to provide students with learning opportunities in remote, hybrid, and fully inperson scenarios. Remote learning entailed students participating in learning from their home.
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One example of hybrid learning was a combination of students attending the brick-and-mortar
school and remote learning from home. The students then flipped those roles so that at some
point during the week, every student attended school in person.
District Supports of Schools During the Pandemic
In general, district support of school principals has come in the form of a supervisory role
where central-office leaders evaluated principals’ instructional leadership skills (Honig &
Rainey, 2019). Additionally, Varela and Fedynich (2020) noted that principal licensure programs
offered little preparation for supporting school leaders through a crisis. Therefore, during the
COVID-19 pandemic, structures created at the district level became imperative to help support
schools and their students (Levin, 2020). District-level structures that emerged during the
pandemic included offering professional development to school leaders to support remote and
hybrid learning (Levin, 2020); providing resources to support families’ access to the internet and
the technology to access learning, like iPads and Chromebooks (Amin, 2020; Klein, 2021); and
even providing food for entire families (Fu, 2020). While many of these constraints were
alleviated in many districts around the country, concerns surrounding access to technology and
school programming, like special education and English-language learning, persisted in highpoverty districts, unfortunately (Levin, 2020).
Purpose of Study and Research Question
The COVID-19 pandemic has been beyond a technical problem and has been a changing
force in schools and the larger community. Notably, leaders’ ability to be adaptive in their
practice has been a key skill. The research on change leadership and crisis leadership is
abundant, however, given the novelty of the COVID-19 pandemic, much can still be learned
from the leadership practices school principals employed to navigate the crisis. The purpose of
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this phenomenological study was to understand the experiences of school leaders who led their
schools through the COVID-19 pandemic. The data gathered may offer other school leaders,
district leaders, and professional organizations tools to support leaders in this time of crisis.
Additionally, only high school principals from schools that provided devices, like iPads or
computers, to each student participated so the focus of the interview could center on leadership
and not on the lack of technology for students. Therefore, the research question in this
phenomenological study was
Q1

What are the lived experiences of high school principals who led through the
COVID-19 pandemic?

The findings related to this question may help inform, normalize, validate, and inspire other
leaders and stakeholders in the community.
Significance of Study
The novelty of this type of crisis in school leadership presented an opportunity for
research and a gap to be filled. As school leaders continued to lead through the COVID-19
pandemic, learning more about their attitudes, beliefs, and practices may help to further inform
the body of literature on leadership in times of crisis and/or change. This study may potentially
benefit future and current school leaders: district leaders; professional organizations, including
those in fields of trauma-informed practices, school leadership, social-emotional learning;
teachers; and university educational leadership programs. As the pandemic has progressed and,
hopefully, ends, much can be learned from leaders’ lived experiences throughout the entire
process.
Foundations for the Conceptual Framework
I have chosen to include a framework that conceptualizes leadership in a pandemic. To
help understand how school principals might be leading through the pandemic, I have combined
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two frameworks in the conceptual model for this study. The first framework borrowed heavily
from Theoharis’s (2009) study on social justice leadership. While this study was not rooted in
social justice leadership, I found that Theoharis’s framework presented a clear visual
representation of school leadership in general. Additionally, while I identified as a social justice
leader, the research question for this study did not seek to address explicitly social justice
leadership. The second framework incorporated into the conceptual model was derived from
Carter and White’s (2018) work centered on school leadership in disruptive times.
Theoharis Framework
Theoharis (2009) presented a critical case study of seven school leaders who were
committed to enacting social justice practices to transform teaching and learning in their schools
by creating equity in access to classes and rigorous coursework. His work addressed questions
surrounding what actions school principals took regarding social justice as well as the types of
challenges they faced. Theoharis also explored the strategies principles implemented in the face
of resistance in the course of their work. Additionally, Theoharis’s social justice framework was
selected for this study’s conceptual model because the design aligned with my own visualization
of leadership. Considering COVID-19, inequities that existed in schools were further amplified
when schools shifted to remote learning, keeping social justice leadership relevant and perhaps
even more important (Heller, 2020).
Social Justice Leadership and
Equity
Social-justice leadership has been centered on equity. According to Ishimaru and
Galloway’s (2014) definition equity was, “attention to the fairness of outcomes within the
context of an unequal playing field” (p. 94). In their work, Ishimaru and Galloway (2014)
proposed a conceptual framework and “high-leverage equitable practices ... as tools for
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developing more equitable leadership practice in schools” (p. 120). Additionally, Theoharis
(2009) defined social-justice leadership in his work as principals who “kept at the center of their
practice and vision issues of race, class, gender, disability, sexual orientation, and other
historically marginalizing factors in the United States” (p. 11). In sum, the leader’s work was an
inclusive practice, endeavoring to provide equitable access and heeding to the needs of all
students (Ishimaru & Galloway, 2014; Theoharis, 2009). A brief explanation of Theoharis’s
Social Justice Framework (Figure 1) follows.
Figure 1
Theoharis’s Social Justice Framework

Note. Theoharis, 2009, p. 12.
At the center of Theoharis’s (2009) model (Figure 1) was the school leader who brought
the skills, knowledge, and attitudes included in the first two keys. Keys 3-6 were represented in
the next layer where the school leaders faced the challenges enumerated above. Finally, key 7
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was included in the layer of resilience that included the school leader’s emotional and physical
well-being (Theoharis, 2009). Theoharis’s (2009) framework (Figure 1) encompassed the
following seven keys:
Key 1. Acquire broad, reconceptualized consciousness/knowledge/skill base.
Key 2. Possess core leadership traits.
Key 3. Advance inclusion, access, and opportunity for all.
Key 4. Improve the core learning context--both the teaching and the curriculum.
Key 5. Create a climate of belonging.
Key 6. Raise student achievement.
Key 7. Sustain oneself professionally and personally. (p. 13)
The seven keys listed above encompass the complexities of being a social justice leader.
Additionally, Theoharis (2009) found that the seven leaders in his study faced resistance from
both inside and outside the school stemming from the demands of the job from staff, parents, and
the district office. Principals also faced resistance in dealing with bureaucracies and systems that
did not include support of social justice practices, including a lack of preparation in principal
programs.
To combat the resistance principals faced by enacting social justice practices, Theoharis
(2009) found principals implemented proactive strategies like having crucial conversations with
staff; creating support systems; and fostering positive relationships, celebrating success, and
keeping the work towards social justice top of mind. Principals also reported using coping
strategies to create balance between work and personal life like practicing yoga, going to jazz
concerts, or volunteering in the community. They also reported working more and drinking
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alcohol as coping strategies. Theoharis emphasized that being a social justice leader stretched
beyond the traditional definition of being a good leader.
Additionally, Theoharis (2009) also articulated the physical and emotional strategies
principals employed “to maintain their equilibrium” (p. 122). These strategies included the
following: “Prioritize life outside school, use mindful diversions, accept outside validation,
engage in regular physical activity, provide for others, employ potentially harmful behaviors
(e.g., working harder and drinking alcohol)” (Theoharis, 2009, pp. 122-126). The layer of
resilience would buffer the leader physically and emotionally, relating directly to the school
leader’s overall well-being and capacity to persist through the work.
Hyper-Change and the Cope, Adapt,
and Transform Strategy
In considering the skills a leader may need in times of crisis and change, Carter and
White (2018) purported that school leaders faced increasing demands related to the inflow of
data in addition to their myriad duties given the speed of information today. By extension, school
leaders then experienced what Carter and White called “hyper-change,” defined as changes that
occurred quickly and more profoundly. To help lead through these disruptive times, Carter and
White offered a strategy they called “Cope, Adjust, Transform (CAT).” In short, the strategy
stated that the school leader must first recognize and cope (C) with the disruptive event, then
adapt (A) the organization’s policies and procedures accordingly, and ultimately, transform (T)
the culture in the new paradigm. In considering the hyper-changes wrought by the pandemic, the
CAT strategy was incorporated into the conceptual framework in Figure 2 as a tool school
leaders might access to mitigate disruptions that may have resulted from the pandemic.
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Conceptual Framework
Starting with the Theoharis (2009; Figure 1), the conceptual framework (Figure 2)
provided a mechanism for thinking about school leadership within the context of the COVID-19
pandemic. Additionally, the conceptual model (Figure 2) was predicated on two assumptions.
One, the model assumed Heifetz et al.’s (2020) claim that a leader must be adaptive in the face of
a crisis. The other assumption related to the importance of the school leader’s well-being and
was assumed within the resilience layer of Theoharis’s original framework (Figure 1). The
conceptual framework in Figure 2 also provided structure to the literature review as well as the
methodology in approaching the research problem and question. Further related to the
methodology, the framework also aided in guiding the creation of interview questions for the
participants included in the study.
Like the Theoharis framework, the conceptual model (Figure 2) centered around the
leader placed in the innermost circle. This layer held the school leader’s leadership skills,
attitudes, and beliefs as well as the emotional components the school leader needs for the job.
Continuing outward, surrounding the leader were the educational responsibilities (access and
opportunity, instructional vision, student achievement, culture of belonging), both academic and
social-emotional and daily and ongoing, faced in the course of the work.
Continuing with the framework, the lines in the conceptual model were dotted so as not
to appear impermeable, allowing for flow between each of the layers. Proceeding through the
dotted line to the next layer included Theoharis’s (2009) notion of resilience where the school
leader’s emotional and physical well-being laid. Incorporated into this layer was also Carter and
White’s (2018) strategy of Cope, Adjust, and Transform (CAT), which they suggested helped
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address school disruptions and hyper-change. The elements in this layer may offer keys to the
school leader’s capacity to building resistance to challenges while leading through the pandemic.

Figure 2
Conceptual Framework

Note. This figure combines the Theoharis (2009) social justice leadership framework with
elements from Carter and White (2018).
The outermost layer of the model provided the context of living and leading during the
COVID-19 pandemic that surrounded the school leader in practice. Amid the pandemic, the
external barriers persisted and even escalated as with the social injustices surrounding the Black
Lives Matter movement (Eligon, 2021). Notably, external forces and obligations have continued
to exist whether in a crisis or not, therefore, the arrows from the Theoharis model were included
in the conceptual model amid the context of the COVID-19 pandemic.
Purpose of the Conceptual Framework
In summary, the conceptual framework in Figure 2 was created to provide a structure to
help visualize school leadership through the pandemic. The framework provided a central
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container for school leadership skills, attitudes, and beliefs as well as the emotional components
the school leader brings to the job to manage external demands and stresses, like the COVID-19
pandemic. Second, the framework guided the approach in how the literature review topics were
mapped and organized (Creswell, 2015). Third, the framework served as a launching pad for the
methodological approach by guiding the creation of interview questions categories and probes
for in the study.
Definition of Terms
The following list of terms and definitions is provided to help the reader.
1:1 Schools/Districts. Shortened from one-to-one, 1:1 refers to schools and districts that provide
electronic devices, like iPads or computers, to each student.
Crisis. For the purposes of this study, I have used Smith and Riley’s (2010) definition: “[A]n
urgent situation that requires immediate and decisive action by an organisation and, in
particular, by the leaders of the organisation” (p. 58).
Hybrid Learning. A combination of student attendance in the brick-and-mortar school and
remote online learning from home (Christiansen Institute, n.d.).
Leader. For this study, school leader, leader, and school principal were used interchangeably.
Pandemic. The word “pandemic” in the context of this study referred explicitly to the COVID-19
pandemic.
Remote Learning. While school buildings were closed during the pandemic, students logged on
from home and conducted all school-related activities solely online.
Well-being. Well-being refers to both mental and physical health.
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Limitations
Limitations are constraints on the study beyond the researcher’s control (Creswell &
Creswell, 2020). The first limitation was the study’s focus solely on high school principals’
perspectives. Much could be learned from studying multiple perspectives on leadership during
the pandemic, including leaders in district positions, elementary and middle schools, assistant
principals, teachers, students, and families. Another limitation may have been the potential
tension between what participants reported and their actual lived experience, catering to what
they perceived that I as the researcher wanted to hear, thus, creating response bias (Creswell,
2015).
Another limitation was my focus solely on schools that were 1:1 prior to the pandemic. It
could have been possible the schools that provided devices to students were funded more
substantially than districts who did not have the means to provide technology or the
infrastructure to support technology deployment and maintenance. The data may not, therefore,
be generalizable from schools that were more diverse in socio-economic status. Further, by
eliminating schools and districts that had not adopted devices for the students prior to the
pandemic, leaders’ voices from those schools may be missed in the data collection and
subsequent findings. Finally, setting the limitation of the study in Colorado may have again
excluded perspectives that could shed light on leadership from voices outside the state. Despite
the limitations listed above, by narrowing the focus to high school principals from 1:1 districts in
Colorado to “reach a satisfactory depth” (Robison, 2017), this study was still appropriate given
that there was much to be learned about school leadership during a pandemic.
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Conclusion
As the COVID-19 continues, evolves, and impacts schools in the spring of 2022, it would
be important to understand the experiences of school leaders as they navigate the crisis. While
articles have surfaced regularly related to leadership through a pandemic, there would still be
much to be learned about how leaders survived, adapted, and hopefully thrived through adversity
like the pandemic. Specifically, this study aimed to understand the lived experiences of eight
high school leaders who worked in 1:1 schools and was guided by this question:
What are lived experiences of high school principals who led through the COVID-19
pandemic?
The findings related to this question may help inform, normalize, validate, and inspire other
leaders and stakeholders in the community.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand the experiences of school
leaders who led their schools through the COVID-19 pandemic. The study focused on high
school principals who worked in 1:1 schools. The data gathered may offer other school leaders,
district leaders, and professional organizations tools to support leaders in this time of crisis.
Therefore, the research question in this phenomenological study was
Q1

What are the lived experiences of high school principals who led through the
COVID-19 pandemic?

The findings related to this question may help inform, normalize, validate, and inspire other
leaders and stakeholders in the community.
This literature review identified and synthesized studies related to the research purpose,
problem, and question in this study. The purpose of this study was to provide insights on how
school leaders guided their schools through the pandemic. The literature review also supported
the elements contained in the conceptual model presented in chapter one.
This section begins by presenting the methods used for the literature review. Then, the
review itself includes literature related to change, hyper-change, and crisis leadership; crisis
leadership strategies, including specific skills, traits, and attitudes; the needs of the followers;
and finally, concerns surrounding leaders’ well-being in times of crisis. This section then
concludes with a brief rationale of the study.
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Literature Review Methods
Studies for this literature review were found by searching the following databases and
search engines: University of Northern Colorado’s Library Summon search tool, JSTOR, Google
Scholar, and Google. Given the novelty of the pandemic, several articles published in the past 9
months were intentionally included. Search terms included the following primary terms as well
as combinations of them: crisis leadership, adaptive leadership, COVID leadership, school
disruptions, change leadership, well-being, school leaders, pandemic, COVID-19, district
support for principals, natural disasters. Then, literature was organized, annotated, and analyzed
using a variety of applications, e.g., Notability, Numbers, Google Docs. Finally, the novelty of
this type of crisis in school leadership presented an opportunity for research and a gap to be
filled.
Change and Change Leadership
School leaders have played a critical role in unifying a school. School leaders could set
the course for school improvement as well as drive and manage change (Day et al., 2008;
Leithwood, 2010; Leithwood et al., 2005; Marzano, 2003; Preston et al., 2016; Supovitz et al.,
2009). To wit, change in an organization is inevitable. Two types of change could be possible
within an organization: first and second order (Kimberly & Nielsen, 1975). First-order change
would be incremental as an organization strives for continuous improvement (Burke, 2008;
Kimberly & Nielsen, 1975; Marzano et al., 2005). Moreover, first-order changes could be
characterized as the next most-obvious step to take as an organization (Marzano et al., 2005).
Notably, first-order change would tend to be more evolutionary than revolutionary in nature
(Burke, 2008).

16
In contrast to first-order changes, a second-order change would have more startling
implications. To wit, second-order change would be more radical and potentially revolutionary
(Burke, 2008). In the ensuing revolutionary shift of a second-order change, a system would
experience a paradigmatic shift that may alter the organization’s direction (Marzano et al., 2005).
The new shift then would require new ways of thinking and acting, thus, requiring a leader’s
ability to lead adaptive change, which ultimately would help stakeholders navigate the secondorder change to reach a thriving state (Marzano et al., 2005).
Further connected to the point of change leadership, leaders would need to demonstrate
an adaptive mindset to lead effectively through the change (Heifetz et al., 2009; Heifetz &
Linsky, 2017). Being an adaptive leader would mean recognizing each challenge that may
require different strategies resulting in people taking the appropriate action to effect solutions
(Newcomb, 2004). Leaders must be adaptive by identifying priorities, setting high expectations,
and fostering collaboration among staff and stakeholders to be successful in navigating a
challenge resulting in thriving (Carter & White, 2018; Heifetz et al., 2020; Smith & Riley, 2012).
More on adaptive leadership will be presented later in the review of crisis leadership.
Leadership through Hyper-Change
As previously noted in Chapter I, the notion of hyper-change surfaced in recent literature
on change leadership as well (Carter & White, 2018). The focus of Carter and White’s work
centered on the idea that hyper-change, or changes that occur quickly and more profoundly.
Hyper-changes are precisely what leaders are experiencing in schools, even without a pandemic.
Considering leadership through hyper-change, then, several theorists offered frameworks to help
leaders navigate shifts, both second-order change and hyper-change (Carter & White, 2018;
Heifetz et al., 2009, 2020).
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Furthermore, Carter and White (2018) further purported leaders must be adaptive to
respond to both disruptions and disruptive events. Carter and White (2018) distinguished a
disruption from a disruptive event accordingly, “A disruption is any invention or societal shift
that gradually [emphasis added] changes how schools operate. A disruptive event is an incident
based on a disruption that suddenly [emphasis added] changes how schools operate” ( p. 28).
Finally, Fullan (2020) noted, “Change has changed. It is more dynamic with many more
opportunities—to fail as well as to succeed” (p. 139). Adaptivity, then, would be a vital
leadership skill.
Crisis Leadership
Narrowing the focus of change leadership, crisis leadership also surfaced in the review of
literature. To reiterate, a crisis would be a prime example of a second-order change. The
American Heritage Dictionary (n.d.-a) defined “crisis” as “A crucial or decisive point or
situation, especially a difficult or unstable situation involving an impending change.” Further, the
word “crisis” would evoke a number of emotions, namely stress, fear, anxiety, and could trigger
a major disruption to a system’s normal practices, affecting both leaders and their followers
(Heifetz, 1994).
Additionally, Heifetz et al. (2020) posited that there are two phases in a crisis: emergency
and adaptive. While in the emergency phase, the leader’s goal would be to “stabilize the situation
and buy time” (p. 12). In the adaptive phase, the leader would recognize the need to “build the
capacity to thrive in a new reality” (p. 12). Finally, a crisis also would signal the urgency of a
situation with ensuing immediate and decisive actions a leader must take (Smith & Riley, 2012).
Thus, if leaders fail to act, chaos may ensue (Smith & Riley, 2012).
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Leaders face a variety of crises throughout their careers. In their practical guidebook
where they studied the nature of organizational crises and the impact on schools, Smith and Riley
(2010) identified five categories of crises: short-term, cathartic, long-term, one-off, and
infectious. Smith and Riley further elucidated the definitions of the types of crises: a short-term
crisis would happen suddenly and have a quick resolution; a cathartic crisis would be slow to
build, then would resolve quickly; a long-term crisis would also build slowly but with no clear or
fast resolution; a one-off crisis would be an isolated event with the unlikelihood of reoccurrence;
and, finally, an infectious crisis would act like a short-term crisis yet would add the layer of
lingering repercussions.
Given the variability of the types of crises, Smith and Riley (2010) further posited the
need for specific leadership skills. They identified nine attributes of school leadership: “decisive
decision-making capacity; powerful two-way interpersonal communication skills; procedural
intelligence; highly developed synthesizing skills; the ability to empathize with others;
flexibility; strong intuitive thinking capacity; and the ability to quickly develop new ideas and
solutions” (Smith & Riley, 2010, p. 68). Stressing the context of a crisis, Smith and Riley
reiterated the immediacy of taking action to mitigate potential harm to the system. While Smith
and Riley offered the aforementioned nine attributes, the question of how to develop these skills
remained given the unpredictability of a crisis and its ensuing path.
Continuing with the theme of unpredictability in a crisis, the global COVID-19 pandemic
of 2020 began, instigating a crisis in schools and across the globe (Breunlin, 2020; Hernandez,
2020). Within the context of COVID-19, the types of crises the pandemic presented were both a
one-off crisis and a long-term crisis according to Smith and Riley’s (2010) definitions. Finally, a
crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic has surely been the epitome of a second-order change, where
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leaders would be asked to pivot and adapt, sometimes at a moment’s notice (Breunlin, 2020;
Cuellar, 2020; Seifert, 2020).
School Leadership in Times of Crisis
Being a school leader has been challenging and complex at the best of times, but in times
of crisis even more difficult, thus, giving rise to specific skills necessary to manage crises.
Studies of different types of crises, namely school shootings, natural disasters, war, and disease,
surfaced in the review of literature (Buschlen & Warner, 2014; Direen, 2017; Field, 2020). The
COVID-19 pandemic presented a crisis not unlike a natural disaster with sudden changes and
unknown outcomes (Carter & White, 2018). While the pandemic has been a first in over a
hundred years (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, n.d.), leaders may be able to learn
skills and strategies based on leaders’ experiences through previous disasters.
Direen’s (2017) case study surrounded school leadership after a devastating earthquake in
Christchurch, New Zealand. After interviewing fellow principals, Direen noted resounding
concerns about leaders’ well-being in that challenging time. He also articulated trust-based
relationships were important. Direen also stated skills of clear and decisive communication, as
well as adaptivity and reflection were critical. Finally, Direen offered leaders should take time to
create systems of support to help attend to their own well-being.
Notably, in a collective case study on leadership after a school shooting, Fein and
Isaacson (2009) found leaders who experienced the stress and trauma of a school shooting paid a
high personal toll. Fein and Isaacson also called attention to the cultural expectations of leaders
to be in control of both the situation at hand as well as their own emotions to maintain the safety
of staff and students. One final finding was the school leader’s sense of what was possible had

20
changed, specifically, “The heightened awareness that violence is possible” (Fein & Isaacson,
2009, p. 1340).
Goswick et al. (2018) conducted a case study of one school district’s leadership after a
tornado. The authors then presented the finding through the lens of Bolman and Deal’s (2008)
leadership framework. Through the structural frame, Goswick et al. suggested leaders take time
to reflect, be ready to hire help, be prepared to extend educational services, and create a plan to
receive resources. Through the human resources frame, Goswick et al. noted the importance of
communication and emotional support services. Through the political frame, having established
coalitions previously and using political pull were key to crisis leadership. Through the symbolic
frame leaders should allow opportunities to stakeholders to create meaning. The final finding
suggested leaders should also create a vision and sense of urgency surrounding the necessary
actions all stakeholders should take.
Smith and Riley (2012) conducted a thorough review of the literature related to
organizational crises. They found the following nine key attributes of school leadership in times
of crisis: “decisive decision making, communication skills, procedural intelligences, synthesizing
skills, optimism/tenacity, flexibility, intuition, empathy and respect, creativity/lateral thinking”
(Smith & Riley, 2012, p. 68). These same leadership skills also surfaced during crises in other
non-school settings.
Finally, a recent search surfaced a small-scale study of secondary principals leading the
early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic in New Zealand (Thornton, 2021). Thornton’s
phenomenological study found eight themes during three different phases of school lockdowns.
The three phases Thornton identified were the crisis phase, the adaptation phase, and the
opportunity phase. In the crisis phase, principals addressed immediate challenges and prioritized
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staff and student safety and well-being. From the adaptation phase emerged themes of clear
communication and “checking in on students and staff; adapting and showing flexibility; and
involving others in leadership” (Thornton, 2021, p. 399). Thornton found the opportunity phase
offered themes of “reflecting and learning from the opportunities that arose” (p. 402). Finally,
Thornton emphasized the themes she presented helped to build trusting relationships between the
school leader and the stakeholders in their community.
Leadership Strategies in Times of Crisis
In the review of literature related to leadership in times of crisis, unrelated to schools,
certain skills and strategies surfaced. An overview of the skills and authors are presented in
Table 1. Each skill is explored further in the following sections, also folding in literature related
to schools. The skills specified in this section were included because it was suspected that they
may surface during data analysis.
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Table 1

Achor & Gielan (2020)

Happiness Study

Argenti (2020)

Study of communication post9/11

X

Carter & White (2018)

Theoretical Work

X

X

D’Auria & De Smet (2020)

Business Leadership

X

X

DuBrin (2013)

Theoretical Study

X

X

Haslam et al. (2021)

Review

X

X

Heifetz et al. (2020)

Theoretical Work

X

X

Holtom et al. (2020)

Outcomes of a Communications
Assessment

X

X

Action-oriented
& Decisive

Charisma

Trust

Empathy

Shared
Leadership

Positive Mindset
Inspire Hope

Type of Book or Article

Adaptive

Author(s)

Communication

Leadership Behaviors in Times of Crisis

X
X
X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X

X
X

X
X

X

X

X
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Communication
In the literature on crisis leadership, the first and most-frequently-cited skill a leader
needed in times of crisis and non-crisis was communication. The benefits of clear, direct, and
frequent honest communication were myriad (Argenti, 2002; Coletrain, 2020; DuBrin, 2013;
Fernandez & Shaw, 2020; Field, 2020; Harris & Jones, 2020; Henebery, 2020; Holtom et al.,
2020; Nannayonjo et al., 2020; Smith & Riley, 2012; Wilhelm, 2017; Wisittigars & Siengthai,
2019). Of equal importance, solid communications skills could prevent confusion and
misinformation amongst staff while also inspiring trust at the same time (Argenti, 2002;
Coletrain, 2020; DuBrin, 2013; Fernandez & Shaw, 2020; Field, 2020; Harris & Jones, 2020;
Henebery, 2020; Nannayonjo et al., 2020; Smith & Riley, 2012; Wisittigars & Siengthai, 2019).
Directly speaking to the point of communication as a trust builder in schools, Harris and Jones
(2020) purported, “The speed of change in this pandemic is unprecedented, hence a high degree
of trust will be needed, as the collective glue, to ensure issues are addressed collectively as they
arise” (p. 246). Therefore, a leader’s keen communication skills would be necessary to foster
trust, create clarity, and prevent confusion in times of crisis.
Adaptive Leadership
In the literature on both school and crisis leadership, the skill of being an adaptive leader
emerged as a positive attribute for leaders to demonstrate (Australian Institute for Teaching and
School Leadership, 2020; Fullan, 2005; Heifetz & Linsky, 2017; Heifetz et al., 2009; Smith &
Riley, 2012; Wisittigars & Siengthai, 2019). According to Heifetz et al. (2009) adaptive
leadership was both “the practice of mobilizing people to tackle challenges and thrive” enabling
“the capacity to thrive” (p. 27). Leaders, therefore, would help drive people through the shifts a
disruption brings.
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Specifically related to a crisis, Heifetz et al. (2009) posited leaders should be able to
adapt so the organization first survives, then thrives. The essence of thriving has been derived
from a biological definition where a species grew in new ways and in more challenging
environments than before (Heifetz et al., 2009). Heifetz et al. further explained success would
require the leader be able to engage and manage multiple priorities within the organization’s
community to identify what success would entail and then to bring it to fruition. Heifetz et al.
emphasized, if leaders treated adaptive issues as if they were technical problems, failure surely
ensued (Heifetz et al., 2009; Heifetz & Linsky, 2017).
Moreover, for systems to thrive in a crisis, two frameworks emerged from the literature.
In the framework from Heifetz and Linsky (2017), the first stage in handling a crisis was to
diagnose the system, challenges, and political landscape by observing from a high level, or what
the authors called “the balcony.” After pausing to diagnose the whole system, the next step in the
Heifetz and Linsky (2017) model was to mobilize the system and implement “effective
interventions” (p. 146). The end goal, according to Heifetz and Linsky, was to thrive both
personally and professionally.
The second framework came from Carter and White (2018). As previously mentioned,
they offered the Cope, Adapt, Transform (CAT) framework for school leaders. Carter and White
(2018) pointed to the number of disruptions leaders faced, “Social media, globalization, LGBTQ
equality issues, transparency, and generational differences are new 21st century disruptions that
have made school leadership jobs more complex” (p. 3). To tackle these challenges, the school
leader must first recognize and cope with the disruptive event. According to Carter and White, a
disruptive event provoked a sudden change in a school’s operation, not unlike the COVID-19
pandemic.
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The steps in CAT for the school leader follow:
1.

Recognize the disruptive event and cope with it immediately. When a crisis
occurs, the goal is to peacefully resolve it as quickly as possible, usually within
hours or days of its inception.

2.

Adjust school policies and operating procedures in the days and weeks after the
incident to prevent its reoccurrence or to handle it and other disruptions more
efficiently.

3.

Continue to transform their philosophies and school cultures through study and
reflection in the months after the incident so that their thought processes and
adaptive strategies will be deepened in the future. (Carter & White, 2018, p. 29)

Given the ongoing changes and disruptions in schools, the CAT framework has offered a path
through those disruptions.
The two frameworks presented in this section focused on the leader’s actions and mindset
related to a disruptive or change event. However, the problem with the novelty of leading during
COVID-19 was that “(t)he organizational adaptability required … is beyond anyone’s current
expertise” (Heifetz et al., 2020, p. 12). These frameworks implied that leaders must be proactive
in the face of disruptive events. However, before conducting the study, it would be merely
suspected that these frameworks would connect to the research regarding leadership through the
pandemic.
Shared Leadership
In times of crisis, another repeated theme that surfaced in the literature was that leaders
could not be expected to shoulder the leadership burden alone. Additionally, capacity building
through shared leadership was highlighted as a driver of creating priorities and solutions to
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respond to a crisis like a turnaround school situation or a pandemic (D’Auria & De Smet, 2020;
Fullan, 2005). Additionally, Wilhelm’s (2017) first guideline for school leaders leading during
turmoil was to “share leadership” (p. 12). Wilhelm (2017) further purported that shared
leadership should include not only teacher leaders but parents to share the load. To this point as
well, Heifetz et al. (2020) overtly mandated that leaders distribute their leadership role in order
to help the organization adapt in challenging times.
Mindsets
Another set of skills that surfaced in the literature on crisis leadership was related to
leaders’ mindsets. Leaders who openly demonstrate demonstrated a positive mindset inspired
hope in times of turmoil and chaos (Achor & Gielan, 2020; Smith & Riley, 2012). In addition,
Heifetz et al. (2009) urged leaders to be “coolly optimistic and unwaveringly optimistic” (p. 327)
to help stave off cynicism in the organization.
Charisma also surfaced in the literature as a positive attribute that may encourage
stakeholders in times of crisis by appealing to people’s emotions (Achor & Gielan, 2020;
DuBrin, 2013). In a continued argument in favor of leaders exhibiting positivity in the face of
crisis, Achor and Gielan further averred that a positive mindset helped teams survive the turmoil
amid a second-order change. Finally, Smith and Riley (2012) further touted the benefits of
leaders who were both tenacious and optimistic in the face of crisis. In sum, the benefits of a
positive mindset combined with a charismatic demeanor emerged as beneficial traits for leaders
to exhibit when steering their organization through a crisis.
Empathy
Empathy has been defined as “the ability to identify with or understand the perspective,
experiences, or motivations of another individual and to comprehend and share another
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individual’s emotional state” (American Heritage Dictionary, n.d.-b). The call for leaders to be
empathetic in times of crisis emerged repeatedly throughout the literature, both in business and
educational contexts (Argenti, 2002, 2020; D’Auria & De Smet, 2020; Heifetz et al., 2020;
Holtom et al., 2020; Smith & Riley, 2012). To this point, Smith and Riley (2012) posited that
genuine empathy could create strong relationships between leaders and their staff that may then
result in resolving any issues that arose related to the crisis. Relatedly, literature that addressed
leaders’ beliefs and emotional intelligence also surfaced (Fullan, 2020; Goswick et al., 2018).
Finally, given the high level of stress during a crisis, empathy and connecting personally with
and investing in people were key to the strength of the entire system (Harris, 2020; Nannayonjo
et al., 2020).
Action-oriented/Decisiveness
Further related to followers’ needs, stakeholders in an organization would look to the
leader to provide direction, especially in times of crisis (Heifetz, 1994). Specifically, Heifetz
pointed out that stakeholders looked directly to leaders for action. Through leaders’
demonstration of decisive actions, stress levels would decrease for their followers (Argenti,
2020; Heifetz, 1994). Further to this point, Heifetz (1994) also emphasized that heeding to
people’s fears and needs through the leader’s visibility and actions were necessary for staving off
the crippling effects of panic so that the organization could survive.
Likewise in supporting their followers in a period of turmoil and crisis, creating
structures may be helpful (Argenti, 2002, 2020; Fullan, 2005; Heifetz et al., 2020). Rather than
dwelling on the crisis, the structure to the day provided through work was found to be beneficial
to employees by creating a sense of purpose and providing a means to help others (Argenti,
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2002; Fullan, 2005). Given the potential catalytic nature of a crisis, structures offered comfort,
stability, and consistency to those being led (Argenti, 2020; Heifetz et al., 2020).
Turning to considerations of needs in the education realm, the well-being and safety of
staff and students weighed on school leaders’ minds during the COVID-19 pandemic
(Nannayonjo et al., 2020; Netolicky, 2020). These concerns for others may, in fact, induce
further strains on the leader (Brackett et al., 2020; Coletrain, 2020; Pont, 2020). Specifically,
these concerns could include questions of equity and community interdependence (Kaplan, 2020;
Netolicky, 2020; Pont, 2020; Zhao, 2020). Pont (2020) further elucidated this point accordingly,
“As inequities have increased especially for the more disadvantaged, the role of schools as
providers of a level playing field has been more evident than ever. Schools contribute to student
health, well-being and equity” (p. 2). In sum, throughout the literature on crisis leadership,
whether in industry or education, the needs of those being led materialized as a critical area of a
leader’s focus during a crisis like the COVID-19 pandemic.
Attending to the Needs of Those Being Led
While the nature of the topic of crisis leadership primarily focused on the leader,
considerations for followers also surfaced in the literature. This topic was also included here in
anticipation of the question of the school community’s needs potentially arising in the data. First,
Heifetz et al. (2020) reminded leaders of the need for strong leadership in the face of constant
uncertainty where their followers struggled to find direction. Argenti (2020) posited that strong
leaders must nurture a sense of community that could outlive the crisis’s end. To this point,
educational leaders could be currently poised to provide direction to a range of stakeholders,
whether staff members, students and their families, or the community at large that may lead to a
new paradigm with the culture of the organization (Argenti, 2020; Harris, 2020).
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Relatedly, Haslam et al. (2021) presented a leadership approach centered on what they
called “us-ness” in their theory surrounding a “new psychology of leadership” (p. 38),
specifically framed within the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. Haslam et al. posited that
leaders and followers were one unit sharing an identity, thus, “us-ness.” This perspective
assumed a shared vision that led to engagement and agency. To be effective, Haslam et al.
(2021) proposed the following lessons they associated with effective crisis management:
1.

Achieve power through people not over them

2.

Recognize groups as the solution not the problem

3.

Unlock people’s capacity for strength

4.

Build shared identity

5.

Treat people respectfully

6.

Define ingroups inclusively

7.

Appreciate people’s differing needs and circumstances

8.

Be empathetic rather than punitive

9.

Provide ongoing support to those who need it

10.

Achieve outcomes that people most value

11.

Prepare groups materially and psychologically for a crisis

12.

Develop identity leadership rather than leader identity. (p. 64)

These 12 lessons from Haslam et al. were included in this section because they also echoed
points found in other studies related to crisis leadership and addressing the followers’ needs
(Coletrain, 2020; Heifetz et al., 2009).
In addition, during a crisis, namely the COVID-19 pandemic, all stakeholders, including
leaders, staff, families, and students, may be forced to pivot and adapt rapidly. Throughout the
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course of that change and adaptation, people would inevitably experience loss (Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, n.d.; Heifetz et al., 2020). Those losses may result in job loss,
illness, or even death (Soucheray, 2020). Leaders’ acknowledgment of the losses incurred
throughout a change may prove beneficial to the organization (Heifetz et al., 2020).
Leaders’ Well-Being
One final area that emerged from the literature on crisis leadership addressed the school
leaders’ well-being (Brackett et al., 2020; Direen, 2017; Harris & Jones, 2020; Kafele, 2020;
Netolicky, 2020; Shirley et al., 2020; Wilson, 2020). Additionally, Brackett et al. (2020) pointed
out a gap in leadership training for leaders’ well-being. Brackett et al. also noted that, while
leaders have an academic foundation, there was little to no training related to well-being,
whether the leaders’ or the students’ mental and physical health. Again, I anticipated that this
concern might surface during each participant interview.
Also, to reiterate, Theoharis (2009) addressed the leaders’ well-being in his framework
on social justice leadership. In challenging times, like the COVID-19 pandemic, emotions may
be amplified, fears rampant, and uncertainty the only constant (Argenti, 2020; Heifetz et al.,
2020; Holtom et al., 2020). To date, concerns about school leaders’ well-being during the
COVID-19 pandemic have rapidly been surfacing (Brackett et al., 2020; Harris & Jones, 2020;
Netolicky, 2020; Shirley et al., 2020; Wilson, 2020). Underscoring the concern surrounding the
leaders’ well-being, the following succinct quote from Brackett et al. (2020) harkened back to
the social media posts referenced in Chapter I, “The toll of the coronavirus on our nationʼs
school leaders is palpable” (para. 3). Finally, Brackett et al. also noted both a physical and
mental toll on leaders that included frustration, stress, and anxiety that ultimately affected the
leaders’ ability to lead effectively and in a healthful manner.
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Rationale for Study
From reviewing the literature on crisis leadership, specific leadership models like
adaptive and shared leadership combined with skills like empathy, communication, and
flexibility have been critical to the survival of an organization. However, given the novelty of
leading through the COVID-19 pandemic, questions related to this topic have been continuing to
surface and presenting a gap in the literature. Specifically related to this study, the research
question was
Q1

What are the lived experiences of high school principals who led through the
COVID-19 pandemic?

The COVID-19 pandemic has created novel opportunities for research in many areas,
including school leadership. At the time of this writing, the literature related to this topic was still
limited, given the novelty of the phenomenon of leading through the COVID-19 pandemic. The
research here is novel in that the researcher found only one phenomenological study on
educational leadership in New Zealand (Thornton, 2021) during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Finally, calls for more research related to school leadership during COVID have surfaced. Harris
and Jones (2020) pointed to “a current lack of research on how school leaders are responding to
the pandemic” (p. 245). Thornton (2021) also called for more research on COVID leadership,
specifically noting “[A] gap in the literature on principal leadership practices in a pandemic” (p.
396).
Summary
The unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic that as of spring of 2022 was still raging across
the globe has highlighted the value of strong leadership. The review of literature presented
leaders’ behaviors and attitudes related to change and crises, including being adaptive,
communicating clearly, sharing leadership, demonstrating empathy, and taking decisive actions.
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Another area that surfaced in the review of literature encompassed concerns surrounding the
leaders’ well-being in times of crisis. This qualitative study sought to understand the lived
experiences of eight high school principals who led their schools through the COVID-19
pandemic.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY
This chapter describes the methodology that was used for the phenomenological study on
school leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic. Additionally, this chapter includes choices
made in approaching the study. Phenomenology has sought to uncover new perceptions of an
identified phenomenon, namely the identified phenomenon in school leadership during the
COVID-19 pandemic. This chapter also includes an explanation of the phenomenological
approach, a description of the setting of the study, the criteria that were used to select
participants, data collection methods, and analysis of the data. The chapter then concludes with a
discussion on any ethical issues that arose, trustworthiness, as well as a statement of subjectivity.
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand the experiences of school
leaders who led their schools through the COVID-19 pandemic. The data analyzed may offer
other school leaders, district leaders, and professional organizations insights to understand
leaders’ experiences in this time of crisis. The findings may also help inform policy. To reiterate,
the research question in this phenomenological study was
Q1

What are the lived experiences of high school principals who led through the
COVID-19 pandemic?

The findings related to this question may help inform, normalize, validate, and inspire other
leaders and stakeholders in the community.
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Phenomenological Methodology
First, qualitative research has been an area of applied research pursued to analyze and
improve the practice of a given discipline (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In addition, qualitative
studies took a holistic outlook and have been conducted in a natural setting where researchers
may observe or interact with the participants in that setting to inquire and attempt to understand
and explain a problem or phenomenon (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Consequently, a deeper understanding of a problem or phenomenon may inspire a paradigm
shift, a change in practice, or a change in policy (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam & Tisdell,
2016). Further to this point, phenomenology has been both a design method and an epistemology
in order to gain an understanding of the essence of a lived experience (van Manen, 1997).
Further, van Manen (1997) elaborated on the defining nature of the lived experience in a
phenomenological study:
Lived experience is the starting point and endpoint of phenomenological research. The
aim of phenomenology is to transform lived experience into a textual expression of its
essence--in such a way that the effect of the text is at once a reflexive re-living and a
reflective appropriation of something meaningful: a notion by which a reader is
powerfully animated in his or her own lived experience. (p. 36)
Therefore, through the researcher’s written text, the reader of the study would gain profound
insight into a given phenomenon. Within the context of this phenomenological research study,
arriving at the essence of the lived experience of school leadership during the COVID-19
pandemic was the intent of the researcher but should also become alive in the readers’ minds as
they read the finished study.
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Further regarding the essence of a phenomenon, Husserl (2008) explained, “We must
... separate what is extraneous to essence from what is essential, what is logically meaningful
from what is logically meaningless” (p. 116). It was my mission as the researcher, then, to isolate
the essential from the extraneous. This essence-seeking mission, thus, required effort on my part
to identify and document my own beliefs about the phenomenon of leading through the
pandemic. Given the intense and emotional nature of experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic in
myriad ways, both personal and professional, a phenomenological approach was well suited to
the pursuit of understanding the essence of leadership experiences in the COVID-19 pandemic
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Additionally, phenomenology, as Crotty (1998) further added, was, “A quite singleminded effort to identify, understand, describe and maintain the subjective experience of the
respondents. It is self-professedly subjectivist in approach … and expressly uncritical” (p. 83).
Through this subjectivist approach, I sought to capture the essence of an experience, or more
aptly, a particular phenomenon (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Finally, to the critics of
phenomenology who questioned the epistemology of phenomenology, Berghofer (2019)
responded decisively,
While it may be true that Husserl does not often explicitly address the systematic role of
epistemology, when he does so, he unambiguously states that phenomenology at its most
basic level is epistemology. To be more precise, phenomenology at its basic level has to
be epistemology. (p. 120)
In sum, a phenomenological approach was considered both a methodology and an epistemology
to understanding the essence of school leadership during the pandemic.
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From Bracketing to Bridling
For some phenomenologists, in order to capture the essence of a phenomenon effectively,
researchers must practice epoché (also spelled epoche), the process whereby researchers identify
their own beliefs about the phenomenon being investigated so those beliefs could be bracketed,
or isolated, so they could refrain from judging the participants’ experiences, beliefs, and
suppositions (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In reviewing the literature on bracketing, while as seen
as worthwhile and necessary, there was not a singular agreed-upon definition of bracketing or
how to bracket. Furthermore, given the nature of this study, as a practicing school leader, it
would have been impossible for me to bracket my experiences from those of the participants.
In contrast to the practice of bracketing, however, more recent phenomenological
researchers have offered the process of bridling (Dahlberg, 2006; Vagle et al., 2009). Vagle
(2018) stated that bridling was an ongoing reflective practice where meanings came to the
researcher who maintained an “open stance [and] scrutinizes his or her involvement with the
phenomenon” (p. 585). Vagle (2018) elucidated further:
Like tightening and loosening the reins when riding a horse, the phenomenologist tries to
do the same with their judgments. Further, the idea of “suspending” one’s judgments is
not the goal of bridling; rather the focus remains on becoming much more familiar with
one’s judgments so they do not compromise one’s openness to the phenomenon. (p. 14)
Therefore, throughout the course of the study I bridled my experiences and judgments in my
digital bridling journal, explained later in this chapter.
Setting and Participants
In qualitative studies, the researcher would be purposeful in selecting the investigation’s
participants and sites (Creswell, 2015). Further, the would be to identify participants who could
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best build an understanding of the phenomenon in question. While Creswell (2015)
recommended 5 to 25 participants in a phenomenological study, Vagle (2018) stated that there
was no set number. Furthermore, van Manen (1997) reminded researchers that, when considering
the number of participants to include, too many transcripts may result in shallow reflections,
thereby defeating the pursuit at hand. Instead, van Manen (1997) suggested that researchers
should “gather enough experientially rich accounts that make possible the figuration of powerful
experiential examples or anecdotes that help to make contact with life as it is lived” (p. 353).
To this point, to explore and understand more deeply the essence of high school
leadership during the pandemic, my goal was to select no fewer than 8 and no more than 12 high
school principals via purposeful sampling to ensure maximal variation and reach saturation of
the data (Creswell, 2015). Through my professional learning network and internet searches, I
was first able to identify 1:1 schools in my state. To strive for maximal variation, I searched for
high school principals from a variety of settings (i.e., rural, urban, suburban), size, and socioeconomic status and diversity (i.e., male, female, ethnicity, race). Ultimately, 27 principals from
across the state were invited via email to be considered for participant selection in my study.
From my initial search, I contacted principals through their schools’ websites where I
either found their email address or used the web-based email form to contact them (see Appendix
A). Within the initial email, I included a link to a Qualtrics survey where I shared the consent
disclosure and captured their signature to consent in a separate field (see Appendix B). After
emailing the candidates, I checked my Qualtrics account daily for responses. In some cases, the
principal replied directly to my email as well as completed the survey.
In addition to gathering the potential participant’s consent, the Qualtrics survey also
captured other relevant information. If the candidate answered, “Yes,” consenting to
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participation in the study, the survey proceeded to collect the potential participant’s name,
preferred email address, name of their school, gender, race, ethnicity, and years of experience as
a principal (1-2 years, 3-6 years, 7-10 years, or 11+ years; see Appendix C). If the answer to give
consent was, “No,” or the years of service was “1-2,” the survey ended with my thanks for the
candidate’s time and let them know they did not meet the criteria of the study. Given that I could
not tell the years of experience for many principals based on their web profile, I relied solely on
the Qualtrics survey to gather that data point.
Further, principals were chosen from high schools across Colorado that had already
adopted 1:1 devices for their students prior to the pandemic. Again, to confirm alignment with
that criterion, I relied on the data gathered in the Qualtrics survey. By selecting participants from
established 1:1 schools that had systems of technological support, I had hoped to be able to focus
my interviews on high school leadership experiences and not the technical issues related to the
logistics of device purchase, deployment, or other logistical non-technological issues. This
criterion, however, did not necessarily preclude discussions of other technology-related logistical
issues that may have arisen during interviews.
Additionally, to focus further on pandemic leadership, only high school principals with 3
or more years of leadership in that role were selected so that their experience included prepandemic times as a point of comparison when discussing their leadership during the pandemic.
Further, by selecting high school principals with 3 or more years of experience from districts
across the state, ranging from rural to urban and varying socio-economic statuses, my goal was
that the findings from this study would then be transferable (Creswell, 2015; Leung, 2015) to
principals in similar settings. Naturally, all readers could also derive their own interpretations
based on the findings of the study.
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My hope was that eight participants from different high schools across Colorado would
provide deep enough data to understand school leadership during the pandemic. In addition, by
having participants in multiple schools, I could focus on the themes related to the pandemic
rather than experiences that may be influenced by specific district leadership or local factors.
After the third interview, I realized that the answers given by participants were sounding similar
in nature. This realization also helped allay my initial fears that eight participants would be too
few to reach saturation, given how slow survey responses were flowing into my Qualtrics
submissions.
Finally, school leaders from Colorado specifically were selected because of the
uniqueness of Governor Polis’s decisive actions in March of 2020. The governor was proactive
in closing state operations in an attempt to stave off the COVID-19 virus’s spread. Schools
across the state began closing their buildings on March 13, 2020, and as a result, school leaders
faced immediate challenges in shifting to online learning and serving their community while
leading in a new paradigm (Hernandez, 2020).
Of the 27 principals invited to participate, only 9 responded. Of those nine, eight met my
selection criteria. I suspected a variety of reasons for the lack of responses. One reason being
general email fatigue and ignoring requests from people the principals did not know personally.
Also, when I was lamenting a lack of responses from a nearby district to a colleague who
transferred from that particular district, he told me that their principals had received directives
from their central office not to participate in surveys or research of any kind. Finally, it was also
possible that my request went directly to the recipient’s spam folder given my email came from
outside their organization. As such, I proceeded with the eight qualifying participants.
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Data Collection and Analysis
The methods explained in this section were synthesized from the models presented by
Bednall (2006), Butler-Kisber (2018), Creswell and Poth (2018), and Morrow et al. (2015).
Further direction was provided by van Manen (1997), Dahlberg (2006), and Vagle (2018) with
additional theming direction from Saldaña (2016). The means to arrive at a deeper understanding
of high school leadership during the pandemic included gathering qualitative data related to
leaders’ experiences during the pandemic via conversational interviews with school leaders from
1:1 schools within Colorado.
To collect data, I conducted one 60-minute interview with each participant (see Appendix
D). I met with five of the principals in person at their school and online via virtual conferencing
with the other three principals. The three online interviews were scheduled due to time and
distance constraints, otherwise we could have met in person. The interview protocol was based
on open-ended questions (Creswell, 2015; Vagle, 2018; van Manen, 1997) with additional
probes to achieve a rich conversation and gather data about participants’ lived experiences of
leading their school during the COVID-19 pandemic. Regarding the nature and protocol of the
interviews, Vagle (2018) emphasized the purpose of the interview:
It is not important to the phenomenologist how one interview is the same or different
from another. Rather, all interviews are treated as exciting opportunities to potentially
learn something important about the phenomenon. In many phenomenological studies it
is not necessary nor even desirable to ask the same questions in the same way. The goal is
to find out as much as you can about the phenomenon from each particular participant.
(p. 87)
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Therefore, to elicit the richest data, I made every effort to build rapport with the participants by
starting the interview by sharing background information about myself and engaging them in a
conversation about their experiences as a school principal before heading into a discussion about
the pandemic. Rapport was easy to fall into with four of the principals given our previous
acquaintance. Additionally, I found instant rapport with the remaining two female principals
given their amicability and openness. To begin the pandemic-related portion of the interview, I
asked each participant to share the details of a story related to a triumph during the pandemic. By
easing into the topic, I hoped to open the dialogue to include stories of both triumphs and
challenges of leading through the pandemic. The conversation was guided by probes, both
scripted and spontaneous, as related to the conceptual model and what the participants expressed
in order to deepen the level of the data and stay focused on the stories the participants related to
their experiences.
The interviews were audio recorded on two separate devices. In person, I used my
iPhone’s Voice Memos application as my primary recording device as well as a handheld audio
recorder as a backup in case something happened to my phone’s recording. For the interviews
conducted online via Zoom, I also relied on my iPhone as the primary recording device with the
Zoom recording as the backup device. During the interview sessions, I also jotted follow-up
questions so as not to interrupt the participant. I also chose not to write many notes during the
interviews because we were either behind computer screens or both wearing masks and I wanted
to maintain eye contact as much as possible. Wearing masks during the interview was an
unexpected challenge since we could not see each other’s mouths or much of each other’s faces.
However, body language and voice tones were critical in achieving rapport despite the
impedances.
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Once I had captured the audio recordings, I immediately uploaded the files to the
application TranscribeMe. Within 24 hours, each transcription was completed and ready for me
to download. I copied the data from the Word file into the Numbers spreadsheet application on
my Mac. I then listened to the audio recording while reading the data, fixing errors as I heard
them. I then emailed the PDF of the transcription to each participant and asked them to read the
transcription for accuracy and send back any corrections or clarifications.
By interviewing eight school principals with 3 or more years of experience in that
position who were leading through the COVID-19 pandemic in the fall of 2021, I gained a deep,
rich understanding of their experiences, including practices, attitude, beliefs, and areas of
resistance (Theoharis, 2009). The interviews resulted in rich first-person accounts (Morrow et al.,
2015) of the school principals’ experiences leading through COVID-19. Grounded in the data, I
generated thick, rich descriptions of the school leaders and their experiences so as to paint a clear
picture in the readers’ minds of the essence of the leaders’ lived experience. I also included
participants’ significant statements to further elucidate the findings for the reader and add to the
mental picture of the participant in the reader’s mind. These descriptions are presented in
Chapter IV.
Bridling Methods
As previously noted, bridling involved being open to and reflecting on my own
judgments (Vagle, 2018) leading through the pandemic as I continued the journey of this study.
Within the context of this study, I reflected on my experiences as a high school assistant
principal who worked in a 1:1 district during the COVID-19 pandemic. I bridled my experiences
from those reported by the participants in my bridling journal. To that end, I understood that
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bridling was an iterative and reflexive practice that I undertook throughout the entire study,
especially during data analysis.
As mentioned, the act of bridling was the process of making my own beliefs and
judgements clear while seeking meaning was both iterative and reflective. I maintained a digital
bridling journal to record my thoughts, beliefs, and ideas throughout the entire process. Vagle
(2018) offered advice regarding journaling:
Journal entries that include questions, phrases, wonderings, drawings, etc., can not only
serve as an important gathering tool but also as a great opportunity to practice openness
to the phenomenon. In addition ... using such an observation protocol can help us
contextualize the phenomenon. (p. 95)
I maintained my journal using the Notability app on my iPad so I could write by hand, draw,
sketch, and/or type. I could also pull the data into the app so I could hold it with the bridling
journal in one space.
My bridling journal was also the tool I used for analytic memoing (Miles & Huberman,
1994; Saldaña, 2016). Saldaña (2016) and Vagle (2018) both emphasized the importance and
value of writing analytic memos in qualitative research, saying, “Whenever anything related to
and significant about the coding or analysis of data comes to mind, stop … and write a memo
about it immediately. The goal is not to summarize the data but to reflect and expound on them”
(Saldaña, 2016, p. 45). The goal also was to capture thoughts, pose questions, make connections,
note judgements, and note surprising insights as I analyzed the data. Thus, the act of analytic
memoing was a key practice in bridling.
Through my bridling practice, I noticed my empathy for the leaders in my study was
strong. Being aware of that was helpful to understand the difference between my experiences and
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those of the participants. Writing questions as they occurred to me throughout the process also
helped me narrow in on what the participants expressed and how their statements aligned with
their tone and body language during our interviews. The entire bridling process aided me in
creating the participant profiles in Chapter IV.
Analysis of the Data
To analyze phenomenological data, Vagle (2018) suggested abiding by the following
steps to the process:
1.

Whole-parts-whole process.

2.

A focus on intentionality and not subjective experience.

3.

A balance among verbatim excerpts, paraphrasing, and your
descriptions/interpretations.

4.

An understanding that you are crafting a text--not merely coding, categorizing,
making assertions, and reporting. (p. 110)

One distinction in meaning to note here was the understanding of the word “intentionality” in the
context of phenomenology. Vagle (2018) said intentionality was “the inseparable connectedness
between subjects (that is, human beings) and objects (that is, all other things, animate and
inanimate, and ideas) in the world. ... It is used to signify how we are meaningfully connected to
the world” (p. 28).
I began data analysis with Vagle’s (2018) commitments top of mind. Vagle (2018)
reminded researchers that by bridling, “This does not mean that we can totally set aside our own
presuppositions, but it does mean that we try to own them, so to speak, and interrogate how they
might influence the analysis” (p. 110). After conducting this step with each transcript, I drafted
questions and wonderings to “clarify intentional meanings that one predicts, at the early stages of
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analysis, might be important to describe/interpret/represent the phenomenon” (Vagle, 2018, p.
111). Further line-by-line readings also entailed articulating the meanings from my annotations
and creating analytic thoughts in my bridling journal (Vagle, 2018).
After the final line-by-line reading, I identified significant statements, which entailed
isolating meaning-filled phrases and sentences extracted from the data that pertained directly to
the phenomenon of leadership in the pandemic (Butler-Kisber, 2018; Creswell & Poth, 2018).
Significant statements included phrases that related directly to the phenomenon of school
leadership through the pandemic or unique experiences for the participants (Morrow et al.,
2015). This stage was achieved through careful analysis of my bridling journal and further
readings of the data where I had already extracted meaning from the texts. I revisited the data
many times throughout the writing process to ensure that I had captured the essence of leadership
during the pandemic.
Once the significant statements were extracted, I began to generate themes based on the
significant statements. Saldaña (2016) defined themes as “an outcome of coding ... an extended
phrase or sentence that identifies what a unit of data is about and/or what it means” (pp. 198199). Also, van Manen (1997) stated that themes could be “understood as the structures of
experience” (p. 79). Finally, Dahlberg (2006) talked about identifying “the structures of
meaning” (p. 17) in phenomenological analysis with the aim to make the indefinite definite
through language. The structures of meaning, therefore, provided the undergirding for arriving at
the essence of a phenomenon through the explication of themes that are presented in Chapter IV.
At this point in data analysis, I emailed the themes I had initially found to the participants
and asked them to send me reflections about, clarifications, or arguments against the themes I
had found. My email included the following five themes as I understood them at the time:
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1.

Leading during a pandemic is hard.

2.

The importance of symbolic events is important.

3.

Support is critical (namely, district-level supports, mental health support for the

entire school community, instructional and emotional support for their teachers, and self-care and
wellbeing).
4.

The pandemic served as a catalyst to make shifts in building, instructional, and

grading practices (examples, how meetings are conducted, focus on essential standards and
learning outcomes, and equitable grading practices).
5.

The pandemic fostered a renewed energy and passion for the work.

I received replies from six of the eight participants saying that the themes aligned with their
understanding of leadership through the pandemic as well. Two of those six participants offered
clarifications that were then folded into their significant statements in Chapter IV. After
receiving confirmation and/or clarifications from the participants, I decided to condense the five
themes into three. I collapsed the importance of symbolic events into the theme of hardships
because I saw a relationship between the hardships and symbolic events since symbolic events
were related to easing hardships of the pandemic. I also merged the fifth theme into the theme of
pandemic as catalyst since a renewed focus on the leaders’ work was a result of challenges of the
pandemic. The final three themes, then, were hardships during the pandemic, pandemic as
catalyst, and support is critical. The process to arrive at the themes and subthemes was definitely
iterative and ultimately meaningful to the study.
Trustworthiness
Lincoln and Guba (1985) concluded that the question of trustworthiness ultimately asked,
“How can an inquirer persuade his or her audiences (including self) that the findings of an
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inquiry are worth paying attention to?” (p. 290). Furthermore, trustworthiness should be how the
researcher earns credibility of the findings in qualitative analysis (Creswell, 2015).
Trustworthiness could be established through member-checking and triangulation of the data
(Creswell, 2015). I asked participants to verify the accuracy, or member check, of the
transcription and later asked them to validate the themes generated related to their experiences
leading during the pandemic.
Related specifically to phenomenology and trustworthiness, van Manen (1997) reminded
researchers, “A good phenomenological description is collected by lived experience and
recollects lived experience--is validated by lived experience and it validates lived experience” (p.
27). Further related to the validation of the lived experience, Finlay (2008) offered,
The phenomenological process ... does not involve a researcher who is striving to be
objectivistic, distanced or detached. Instead, the researcher is fully involved, interested
and open to what may appear. Researcher subjectivity is prized and intersubjectivity is
embraced. The challenge is for the researcher to simultaneously embody contradictory
stances of being “scientifically removed from,” “open to” and “aware of” while also
interacting with research participants in the midst of their own experiencing. (p. 3)
Finally, related to the trustworthiness of the phenomenological researcher, Vagle (2018)
emphasized the point of the researcher’s “sustained engagement with the phenomenon and the
participants who have experienced the phenomenon” (p. 72). Again, that sustained engagement
occurred in my bridling journal. I have chosen not to include my bridling journal as an appendix
to further protect participants’ anonymity.
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Role of the Researcher
I am a public high school administrator in a 1:1 iPad district in Colorado working with an
administrative team to lead our school through the pandemic. I have been involved in public
K-12 education since 2003, first as a Spanish teacher, then an International Baccalaureate
coordinator, and now serving as an assistant principal for 8 years in two different districts in
Colorado. For full transparency, participants from my current district qualified for inclusion in
this study. I only selected two principals from any one district, including my own in order to
maximize diversity of the data. I did not foresee including principals from my district creating a
conflict of interest since the principals selected were not from my own school. To note, my own
principal did not meet the criteria of the study.
Leading through the pandemic has been challenging on many levels. By far, the
psychological stress has been the most profound. From worrying about getting the virus myself
to keeping my family plus our staff and students safe has weighed heavily on my heart and mind.
In a word, it has been exhausting. Theoharis’s (2009) work resonated with me on many levels,
whether trying to keep social justice and equity top of mind to using coping strategies like
meditation to build up my own resilience to outside pressures. Related to social justice
leadership, my work as an assistant principal the last 4 years has centered on providing each of
our students with access and opportunities to programs, classes, and extracurricular activities
through equity-mindedness. My district’s definition of equity, which I also adhered to, follows:
Equity is achieved when each and every student has access to a wide variety of resources,
spaces, models, programs, strategies, and highly skilled staff in order to graduate
prepared for success after school no matter their race, ethnicity, language, religion,
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ability, gender, sexual orientation, gender identity, or economic status. (Rangeview
School District, n.d.)
Note that I have used a pseudonym for my district since I worked in the same district as two of
my participants. Despite the pandemic, my work to ensure equitable opportunities persists to this
day.
Writing further about and reflecting on my own experience leading through the pandemic
occurred in my bridling journal. Regarding my own writing, it was important to remember van
Manen’s (1997) observation, “Phenomenological writing is not just a process of writing up or
writing down the results of a research project. To write is to reflect; to write is to research. And
in writing we may deepen and change ourselves in ways we cannot predict” (p. 20). Therefore,
through the exploration of my own experiences to identify my assumptions and biases about
leadership during the pandemic, I was able to learn more about myself as a leader and principal.
Ethical Considerations, Confidentiality,
and Data Security
To abide by ethical guidelines, I procured the appropriate permissions from the
Institutional Review Board (IRB) of the University of Northern Colorado (see Appendix E). This
study qualified as exempt since the participants were adults and not considered part of a highrisk population. Confidentiality and informed consent procedures were strictly adhered to
throughout the process. I further ensured transparency with the participants throughout the
process, including reviewing the accuracy of the transcripts and concluding with participants
validating my understanding of the essence of school leadership during the pandemic.
All files that were generated were password-protected on my computer and cloud-based
storage (e.g., iCloud and Google Drive). Subsequently, all files and recordings will be destroyed
3 years after the final product of the study is completed. Additionally, I have removed any
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identifying characteristics of the schools, districts, and participants related to their names and
locations. I also created pseudonyms for all participants, their schools, and districts to protect
their anonymity and confidentiality to the best of my ability.
Summary of the Methodology
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand the experiences of school
leaders who led their schools through the COVID-19 pandemic. The data gathered may offer
other school leaders, district leaders, and professional organizations tools to support leaders in
this time of crisis. The findings may also inform policy at the district or state level. To reiterate,
the research question in this phenomenological study was
Q1

What are the lived experiences of high school principals who led through the
COVID-19 pandemic?

Through a careful analysis of the data gathered via interviews and my bridling journal, I
presented my findings through an explication of themes and meaning found in the data in the
following chapter. The findings related to this study may help inform, normalize, validate, and
inspire other leaders and stakeholders in the community.
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CHAPTER IV
ANALYSIS
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand the experiences of school
leaders who led their schools through the COVID-19 pandemic. The study focused on high
school principals who worked in 1:1 device schools. The data gathered may offer other school
leaders, district leaders, and professional organizations tools to support leaders in this time of
crisis. Therefore, the research question in this phenomenological study was
Q1

What are the lived experiences of high school principals who led through the
COVID-19 pandemic?

The findings related to this question may help inform, normalize, validate, and inspire other
leaders and stakeholders in the community.
This chapter presents the findings from the data collected from interviews with eight
principals from across the state. I was able to meet with five of the principals face-to-face and in
person despite wearing masks the entire time. When face-to-face meetings could not be realized,
I met on the virtual platform Zoom with the other three principals due to distance or time
constraints.
The structure of this chapter begins with an overview of the participant selection process
followed by a snapshot of the participants’ and schools’ demographics. I then introduce the
individual participants to create thick, rich description of each principal. Following the
participant descriptions, I present the themes and subthemes that emerged from the data,
following a whole-parts-whole analysis. From the data, I also extracted participants’ significant
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statements that led to the genesis of the themes and support them in the narrative of that section.
The themes presented include leading during a pandemic is hard, pandemic as catalyst, and
support is critical. Within each theme, I also identified subthemes related to the primary themes.
Participants
Participants had to meet three criteria for inclusion in this study. First, they needed to be a
high school principal. The second criterion was they needed to be working in 1:1 school prior to
the pandemic. Third, they had to be serving as a principal since the 2018-2019 school year, at a
minimum. Out of the 519 public high schools in Colorado (Colorado Department of Education
[CDE], 2021), through my professional network I identified over 25 high schools in the state
who provided devices like iPads or Chromebooks to each high school student prior to the
2019-20 school year. I suspected there may be more 1:1 schools in the state, however, there was
not a reliable database with that information available at the time of this writing.
After compiling my list of schools and leaders, I then emailed each principal using the
email provided on the school’s website. Despite reaching out to 27 high school principals across
the state, I received replies via email and/or my Qualtrics survey from only 9 people. I suspected
a variety of reasons for the lack of responses as mentioned previously, like email fatigue and
ignoring requests from people they did not know. Fortunately, however, of those nine principals
who responded, eight met the three criteria of serving in a 1:1 school, being a high school
principal, and being a principal since 2018. Participant demographics of the responding
principals and their schools are listed in the next section.
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Participant and School Demographics
Table 2 presents a snapshot of the principals’ experience and their schools’
characteristics, including the pseudonym of each participant, their race, year of experience as a
principal, their school and district (both pseudonyms), type of school, total enrollment,
race/ethnic breakdown, and free and reduced-price lunch population percentage. The eight
schools included a variety of schools from across the state. Variety included student
demographics, school size, and urbanicity.
Participant Profiles
Dr. Mike Coopersmith
Mike described himself as an optimistic, positive, and energetic leader. At the time we
met, Mike held 5 years’ experience as an assistant principal and 6 as principal at the middle
school level. He was currently in his sixth year as a high school principal but serving his first
year as the principal of Larkspur High. Mike and I had previously crossed paths while
supervising our schools’ respective athletic events and at local meetings. When I first met Mike 3
years ago, he was still working on his dissertation, so he was willing to participate in my study.
Mike and I met in person on a sunny Friday morning. He was running over a half an hour
late because of a last-minute heated parent meeting. The urgency of that parent meeting was
indicative of the issues his community were voicing around the politics of summer and fall of
2021. After I entered his office and took a seat at a small conference table, Mike and I fell into
easy conversation about the beginnings of the pandemic. I began recording and reminded him
that he could stop the conversation any time. I noticed that Mike talked about the influence he
has had as a coach and the impact it has had on his leadership.
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Table 2
Participant and School Demographics

Principal

Race/
Ethnicity

Mike Coopersmith

Years a

12
Caucasian

School/District

School Type

Total
Pop.

White

Hispanic/
Latino b

Asian

Other c

FRE d

%

%

%

%

%

Larkspur High/
Rangeview

Rural

1,086

72.3

23.2

2.1

2.4

20.7

Azalea High/
Rangeview

Suburban/
Rural

1,520

34.3

59.9

1.6

4.2

55.6

Amy Flagg

Caucasian

9

Larry Meyer

Caucasian

18

Stellar Jay High/
Ptarmigan

Suburban

1,580

76.6

10.6

5.3

7.5

9.4

Rosemary Carnes

Caucasian

22

Plover High/
Ptarmigan

Suburban

1,540

70.1

19.6

4.0

6.3

16.0

Charles Harrison

Caucasian

21

Harbinger High/
Crane

Suburban

1,951

64.6

25.4

3.5

6.5

26.2

Peter Bryant

Caucasian

9

Bellwether High/
Crane

Suburban

2,056

74.8

16.3

2.0

6.9

20.3

Cecilia Appel

Caucasian

24

Riverview High/
Riverview

Suburban

1,170

66.7

25.4

1.4

6.5

29.9

David Black

Caucasian

7

Kestrel High/
Birdfellow

Rural

964

61.0

34.3

0.8

3.9

30.3

Note. Data based on 2020 October Count information collected from the State’s Department of Education website.
a
Years of total principal experience.
b
Hispanic/Latino population.
c
Other student populations include American Indian, Black, and two or more ethnicities.
d
Free and reduced-price lunch eligibility.
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Charles Harrison
Charles shared that he brought wide-ranging experiences as a principal, having worked
all over the world. While he had experienced short-term school closures due to emergencies like
bomb threats, the pandemic brought unparalleled challenges to his leadership. Charles had to
balance being a leader with being a dad to a 2020 graduate from the same school.
Charles’s school was the oldest high school in town holding deep-seated traditions that
were disrupted by the pandemic. Additionally, Charles’s first year at Harbinger High was the
2019-2020 school year after previously working abroad, so he had yet to experience a “normal”
year at his school.
Charles also brought unique perspective to the job as an immigrant to this country. He
felt that this perspective lent him a greater sense of empathy for his students and community. His
sense of humor has also helped him in his position stating, “I like to have fun. I love to laugh. I
can laugh at myself, and I think I bring humor to the position. You have to.”
Amy Flagg
Amy has spent the entirety of her career at Azalea High, having previously taught math in
the same building for 10 years before becoming an assistant principal. At the time of our
interview, Ms. Flagg was in her ninth year as the building principal and recently began her own
doctoral studies.
We met on a Monday afternoon in Amy’s office. Around her office, I noted several
photos of her two school-aged children. Some of our conversation centered around the challenge
of being a mom, having a spouse working from home rather than traveling like he had been prepandemic, and running a school from home the days she was not at school. Amy described
herself as passionate about serving all students in her school and lived by the motto, “All means
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all.” “We do it for everybody. They all deserve it all and we don’t lower the expectations for
anybody,” Amy reiterated throughout our conversation.
Larry Meyer
Larry brought vast experience to the principalship, including district-level work in
another state, all combined to make 18 years of leadership in a building or central office. He was
serving in his fifth year as Stellar Jay High’s principal at the time of our interview. Larry was
also a doctoral student at a nearby institution and we briefly discussed that pursuit.
Larry and I met in person at his school. His school sat in an affluent community and had
amazing views of the nearby mountains. Larry was drawn to the high-achieving school because
it offered a host of extracurricular activities and clubs for its students. He had a deep knowledge
of curriculum and instruction and expressed his passion about creating professional learning
opportunities for assistant principals so they could build their leadership skills. He carried a card
deck with each of Marzano’s 21 leadership characteristics on them. Larry self-identified “sensemaker” as his leadership strength.
Larry’s passion for school leadership and professional learning was palpable. He had a
calm demeanor and was thoughtful in his responses. At one point in our conversation, his
emotions emerged when talking about all the loss his community experienced during the
pandemic, specifically regarding the social-emotional challenges his school faced.
Rosemary Carnes
Rosemary had been the principal at Plover High for 22 years, making her the longest
sitting principal in this study. We met after school in person in her office, both of us agreeing
that we had been experiencing Zoom fatigue. During our interview, we paused while Rosemary
handed out the championship rings to the girls’ soccer team. I enjoyed seeing her in action,
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carrying out a tradition she started where the ring recipients could not open their ring’s box until
all members of the team had the box in hand. Rosemary’s joy and pride shined as she handed out
rings and joked with the girls.
Rosemary was affable and caring, evidenced by the number of questions she asked me,
making the interview truly conversational and genuinely fun. She welcomed me warmly, had
open body language throughout our conversation, and gave me a hug when I left. During the
pandemic, Rosemary indulged in fulfilling a lifelong dream of owning a baby grand piano. We
bonded over our renewed interest in piano playing as one way to unwind and de-stress.
Dr. Peter Bryant
After 9 years as a principal, Peter was an ardent believer in transparency in his practice
and staying focused on his purpose for being an educational leader. Peter believed his charisma
and communication skills had served him and his staff well as they navigated teaching and
learning in a pandemic together. Peter and I met via Zoom on the Friday before Halloween. We
talked about how difficult the transition back to being in person had been for both teachers and
students and openly worried about the issues Halloween could bring to the school day.
Cecilia Appel
When we met, Cecilia was serving in her fifth year at Riverview High, with a total of 24
years of principal experience. Cecilia was easy to talk to and had a sunny and engaging
disposition. Cecilia moved directly into school leadership when she was only 27 years old while
teaching on a reservation in her home state. She expressed that she valued relationships and had
a strength in creating structures to support the stakeholders in her school community. At the
time, she was also a doctoral candidate in a Ph.D. program, so she was eager to participate in my
study.
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Cecilia and I met on Zoom on a Thursday morning. She was expecting surveillance
COVID-19 testers to arrive at her school, so I anticipated a possible interruption. (Surveillance
testers came to her school each week to conduct COVID tests on students with mask
exemptions.) Fortunately, our conversation proceeded uninterrupted.
Dr. David Black
When we met on Zoom, David was serving in this third year as principal in an affluent
community with a growing migrant population. He stated that he was a “control freak,” which he
admitted was a tough trait to possess during the unpredictable turns of the pandemic. He added
that his strength was helping to mediate other people’s thinking. He elaborated, “I like
facilitating people’s thoughts. … I love mediating the thinking of others, helping others find the
power within themselves, and ultimately kind of using those types of things to be able to move
an organization forward.” Like other participants, David noted the hardship of balancing family
life with his school obligations, including holding high-stakes conversations from his garage.
Note
Finally, I worked in the same district as two of the participants and had previously
worked in the same building as another participant. I had also interviewed two of the participants
for previous research papers for my program. I believe that these considerations did not create a
conflict of interest, however, I wanted to acknowledge this for full transparency.
Themes and Significant Statements
In this section, I begin with a brief introduction to set the context for my findings. I then
present the themes and subthemes I have constructed from the data. Further, I have incorporated
participants’ significant statements directly into the themes to support the findings.
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Context
March 13, 2020, was a pivotal moment in modern school history, as testified by the
principals in this study. Participants compared March 13 to moments like the Columbine attack
of 1999 and 9/11 as dates that made a memorable impact on the lives and experiences of
educators across the nation. The shutdown of schools in March of 2020 meant a huge shift in the
day-to-day practices of administrators, teachers, and students and their families literally
overnight. This shift meant that vital resources for students abruptly disappeared. While free
meals were provided, access to mental health and academic supports evaporated. Little did
administrators realize, the initial strain would grow and compound over the next 18 months.
When students arrived back in the school buildings in the fall of 2021, they brought new habits
that negatively impacted schools. Principals reported more fights between students than ever
before, more suicide risk assessments, and an increased number of Child Protective Services
reports in their buildings.
Theme 1: Hardships During the
Pandemic
The pandemic posed hardships for leaders, teachers, students, and the entire community
alike. The first theme identified in this study highlighted the hardships as reported by the
participants. Under the umbrella of this theme, I have presented subthemes related to the
hardships of the pandemic. First, the pandemic presented the participants’ personal and
professional hardships given unprecedented leadership challenges during the pandemic. The
second subtheme elucidated the hardships teachers faced as shifts in their teaching practices
erupted throughout the pandemic. The third subtheme outlined the hardships students faced not
only during the shutdown but upon their return to in-person learning in 2021. The final subtheme
presented hardships that the entire community experienced as well.
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Subtheme 1.1: The Pandemic was
Hard on Leaders
According to the participants, leading during the pandemic was difficult. Difficulties
arose from worries about catching the virus, implementing mask mandates, and being an
instructional leader in the unfamiliar environment of online learning. The challenge of leading
during the 2021-2022 school year was perhaps even harder with students returning to full-time
in-person schooling 5 days a week, after 18 months of remote or hybrid learning. Participants
remarked how 10th-grade students were behaving like 8th-grade students since that was the last
time those students were fully in school. Leaders expressed feelings of frustration, sadness, and
helplessness in my interviews yet also conveyed hope and shared stories of success.
Larry expressed the difficulty of leading during a pandemic succinctly, “It’s been hard. It
was the first time as a leader that I found myself like, I don’t know what to do.” Charles also
stated, “Well, I would be lying if I didn’t say in the 20 plus years I’ve been a principal, these
have definitely been the hardest 2 years.” Amy admitted, “It’s really, really hard.” And, while
laughing about it, Rosemary said, “It’s hard to run a school from your dining room table.” Mike
added:
I really at that time had felt like all of the reasons I got into public education had
essentially been stripped away from me because of this pandemic. And it was really--it
was really hard to keep trying to be positive and inspiring and connecting with teachers
and students when they weren’t physically in the building or everything had to be done
via phone or [online].
Finally, adding a note of reality to the difficulty of the situation, David starkly reminded me,
“We’re not on the other side of it.”
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Watching the leaders talk about the hardships they faced, I saw body language tighten,
heard sighs, and saw them deflate. The shifts of the pandemic were emotionally and physically
draining. Fortunately, bright spots emerged in the midst of leaders’ numerous challenges and are
presented below in subtheme 1.5.
Subtheme 1.2: The Pandemic was
Hard on Teachers
A subtheme related to the hardships teachers faced also surfaced during my conversations
with the principals in this study. Principals reported that their teachers faced hardships that
included teaching from home, managing their own children’s at-home learning, fear of the virus,
and overall pandemic fatigue. Upon the return to in-person learning in 2021, teachers continued
to face hardships stemming from student behaviors, a full work week, and substitute shortages,
which meant they were called upon to teach colleagues’ classes.
Rosemary stated that she was sincerely concerned about the welfare of her teachers who
were experiencing fatigue, wrought by a shortage of substitutes combined with the return to a
5-day in-person school week for teachers and students. Despite her concern, Rosemary remained
upbeat throughout our conversation. Rosemary’s concern for her teachers was visible. She
exhaled and slumped down as she elaborated further on the stress of the re-adjustment for her
teachers. Teachers went from a 4-day week during the 2020-2021 school year to a 5-day inperson school week the following year. She explained:
Monday was a planning day, so we had four days of instruction, one day to plan. It was
wonderful. We had all of our 504 meetings, all of our IEP meetings. Any meeting that we
had to have, we had on Monday, and teachers attended. It was the best attended IEP
meetings that I’ve ever seen. And now we’re back five days a week. … And so that
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struggle of--I mean, my teachers are working hard, but it’s adding stress. I’ve got lots of
tears from teachers and from kids in trying to get everything done.
Then, when talking about the shortage of substitutes to cover classes in the districts, she added,
“I worry about the burnout. And then thinking about the people who are always covering the
resentment that’s going to build towards their colleague.” She reported that she had bought
doughnuts, burritos, and coffee to show her appreciation for teachers and had also given them
release time from meetings to “just let them breathe.” She lamented that there was little else she
could do to make them feel valued. Charles summarized the struggles teachers faced in
navigating new learning environments, including the return to in-person schooling, stating, “This
is uncharted territory.” As the pandemic has continued at the point of writing in the winter of
2022, the territory has remained uncharted.
Subtheme 1.3: The Pandemic was
Hard on Students
Like teachers, students also struggled during the shutdown and return to in-person
learning. Related to the students’ challenges of re-entry to in-person schooling, Peter explained,
We’ve talked about how their bubble just shrunk down to their room or--and that was
good and bad for some kids, but now to get them to look outside that when you leave
trash on the table, someone else has to clean that up. Oh, what? They just don’t even-yeah, it’s crazy. It’s taken a lot more work than I thought it would.
In a follow-up email, Peter emphasized how hard the principalship was to begin with and with
the added stress of pandemic, the job was “tougher than ever.”
Charles also noted the challenge his students and teachers faced when returning to inperson learning after 18 months of remote and/or hybrid learning:
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It’s really interesting to open up this August knowing that, for the last 2 years, we haven’t
really had a sustainable model of education in person. And even now, we’re still all renorming, and it’s almost like we’re re-learning how to build stamina in education.
Because that stamina, that was ingrained up until 2 years ago obviously, dissipates with
online learning. … For 2 years you’ve been sitting on the couch being able to do lessons.
You can go to the fridge and grab a Coke. You could be watching your lesson but be
playing video games in the background. You could be snoozing on the couch with your
camera off. And so, all of a sudden, now we’re asking you to come into schools for 8
hours a day 5 days a week, sit in your seats, focus; when, for 2 years, you haven’t
practiced it fully. Then we’re asking teachers to stand up, to move around, to prepare, to
think, to emote--because teaching’s such an emotional profession--when, for the last 2
years--it’s very different when you’re behind a camera because you could start the lesson
on screen, put the information up, and the kids are watching the information, not you. So
the teacher could even sit on the sofa, grab a coffee, grab a Coke.
Charles then summarized that the students’ mindset towards school was different than before the
pandemic. He named this particular mindset the “park mentality,” meaning that kids behaved in
school like they would at the park, with fewer filters on their language and increased fighting.
Cecilia also mentioned the struggle of helping students re-norm in the 2021-2022 school
year. She noted, like Charles, that students had become accustomed to logging into class online
then getting a snack or checking their phone whenever they wanted. She said that students also
knew they could watch the class recording and miss the online live class entirely. She noticed
upon the return to full-time in-person learning, “They’re even more irritated and I hear even
more of that of ‘You’re trying to control me.’” Thus, re-norming behaviors after a prolonged
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period of disengagement was a definite challenge reported by the participants in this study,
adding to the hardships of the pandemic.
Subtheme 1.4: The Pandemic was
Hard on the Community
Participants agreed that the upheaval that started on March 13, 2020, through the 20202021 school year had created new challenges for the entire community. Like schools across the
state, each participant’s school first experienced total school/learning shutdown followed by
remote teaching and learning, with both teachers and students in their own homes. Then, a shift
to hybrid schooling began with a 4-day school week. Each school in this study implemented a 4day school week in the 2020-2021 school year. All of this led to a return to a 5-day 100% inperson school week for staff and students in the 2021-2022 school year, which also brought
unanticipated challenges.
Participants also reported that challenges during re-entry included more reported fights
between students, disruptive and destructive TikTok challenges (Ye, 2021), and fatigue.
Specifically related to the re-entry challenges of the 2021-2022 school year, David observed,
“But this year started crazier because it’s like people forgot how to interact with large groups of
people … whether kids or parents or teachers.” Amy echoed David’s thoughts where the
supposed-return to reality was a new shock:
Again, the beginning of this year was really hard and I finally brought myself down to
reality…this excitement that we’ve all created falsely as a society that it was going to
come back to normal. And this year’s way harder than last year, like, way.
She later added that the feeling was that once students were back in the building, things would be
fine. She glumly observed, “It’s not all fine.” Rosemary agreed with the thought that life would
be normal once students were back in the building and stated:
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And I am now experiencing parents and students and teachers expecting that school is
what it was like before the pandemic hit… We struggle with those expectations, and I
feel like the adults more than anybody are the ones who are saying, “Oh yeah, we’re back
to normal. We’ve got the kids in the building.” And that whole thing of, “Oh, all we need
is kids in the building?” Oh, my God, no.
The let-down after the return to the 2021-2022 was a big disappointment and frustration for these
principals as exhibited in the data.
Cecilia, also agreeing with the unexpected challenges of the of the 2021-2022 school year
attributed the year’s trials to the multiple pivots of the previous year:
That constant upheaval, I think, is at the root of why people feel so, so low, so tired now.
It’s that constant change, right? Unless you’re a person who really likes change, that was
exhausting. And it’s hard for kids and adults to recover from.
Additionally, Peter also expressed his frustration of the re-entry to in-person learning, where
staff and leaders alike thought that school life would be the pre-pandemic normal. However, he
explained how tired his entire staff was, including him. He also pointed out the underlying anger
in the entire community and the collective trauma among students, “You can’t walk through
Home Depot without someone yelling at the 17-year-old working there. Everyone is angry at
each other right now, and these kids are broken.” Peter underscored the contrast of teaching,
leading, and learning in that “we didn’t have a pandemic before.” Peter’s comments reinforced
other participants’ reports of anger and frustration in their communities.
Finally, David mentioned the added burden the pandemic placed on his community’s
mental health. He pointed out that those mental health strains led to deaths by suicide in the
community. He highlighted an added underlying issue in his area of the state:
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We’re on the other side of [the pandemic], and people are thinking that’s great. But the
drug and alcohol abuse by adults and the [local industry] folks who move up there and
our kids--there’s enough depression and mental health issues within our community.
The burden David felt as a community leader weighed heavily on his heart.
In sum, under the theme of Hardships During the Pandemic follow four subthemes. The
subthemes include hardships on members of the school community including leaders, teachers,
students, and the wider community. Reflecting on the participants’ comments, the challenges the
2021-2022 school year were palpable beyond their words. Their face, emotions, and tight body
language mirrored their comments on the difficulties of leading during a seemingly endless
pandemic. While fatigue, sadness, and frustration abounded, participants shared some positive
outcomes like increased awareness of mental health needs, free lunch for all students, and new
instructional practices, to name but a few.
Subtheme 1.5: Symbolic Events
Helped Ease Hardships
In facing the hardships of the pandemic presented in the first theme, maintaining the
tradition of symbolic events like graduation, school dances, sports, and performances surfaced as
a priority in creating normalcy for students and the entire school community. Five of the eight
participants reported that outdoor graduation ceremonies for the classes of 2020 and 2021 were a
critical positive moment for the community, even if it had looked different than in previous years
because ceremonies were held outdoors and socially distanced. When we discussed school
events, Mike referred to Bolman and Deal’s (2008) Symbolic Frame and the importance of
symbolic rites and passages, “That’s where those concerts and those events and those things that
make it feel like school as we know it that brings us those comfort are still important.” In a
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follow-up email, Peter noted the value of smaller events as well, “Simple events like staff
meetings and the ability to connect and celebrate each other is important as well.”
While Charles and I were talking about challenges, he pointed out that the challenges
related to putting on school events in a safe manner in turn evolved into successes in the school
community:
Watching families re-embrace the American mindset of Friday night football, for
example. That’s such a big, iconic thing in American society. Watching the Friday night
football game again kind of take over the town and the magic of that. And it will be
wonderful to see, hopefully, knock on wood, the Thursday or Friday night basketball
games start up. And those are very important aspects of America that American society
yearns for and needs. … And so, it’s interesting that when we lost that the last couple of
years with the pandemic, I think people realized how important those are. So that’s been
sweet to watch that kind of start to grow back up again. Therefore, creating opportunities
for traditional, symbolic events to occur in the school community was an important act
principals took to foster both a sense of hope and a feeling of normalcy amongst their
stakeholders.
The joy on Charles’s face as he spoke about the return to the tradition of Friday night lights was
contagious. His sentiment also underscored the sense of tradition and value of gathering for a
momentous event during a difficult time. This theme reflected the positive opportunity of
creating a symbolic event despite the constraints imposed on holding it.
Theme 2: Pandemic as Catalyst
While the pandemic wrought tragedy, unfamiliar situations, and unparalleled challenges,
it also created opportunities for school leaders to make shifts in grading practices, schedules, and
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meeting protocols in their buildings. The pandemic also served as a catalyst for leaders to focus
anew on themselves as leaders. Finally, this refocus reinforced their purpose for being a school
leader.
Subtheme 2.1: Shifts in Grading
Practices
Two participants worked with their teachers to implement the equitable grading practices,
including teachers providing students multiple opportunities to learn content and demonstrate
that learning in a variety of ways or establishing 50% as the baseline grade versus a zero
(Feldman, 2018). Amy added that a benefit that surfaced from discussions on equitable grading
practices was that teachers’ eyes were opened to inequities in her building and paraphrased what
they were saying in meetings accordingly, “‘Oh maybe I’m a little biased, or maybe I’ve looked
at things differently.’” Additionally, Mike remarked that he recommended that teachers not grade
every assignment to help them reduce their own workload as they were managing everything else
in their life. He suggested, “Just provide feedback. Or use those [assignments] as practice
opportunities and focus on fewer but more meaningful activities to grade.” Mike, as well as four
other participants, emphasized the notion of letting go of old practices, whether related to
quantity of content teachers covered, grading practices, or instructional habits.
Subtheme 2.2: Shifts in Weekly
Schedules
Participants reported that their districts shifted to a 4-day school week with the fifth day
saved for small learning groups, professional development, and/or tutoring opportunities for
students. Participants lamented the loss of fifth day for those activities given that fifth day had
afforded unique opportunities for staff and students alike. In two districts, some high schools
shifted to a true block system, where students only had three or four classes each quarter rather
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than seven or eight. In one district, all but one high school decided to keep the block schedule
after the return to in-person learning because of the benefits they saw for students, namely the
ability for students to focus on fewer classes per quarter.
Subtheme 2.3: Shifts in Meeting
Protocols
Practices related to meetings also shifted. Amy moved all of her nuts-and-bolt types of
staff meetings online, stating its purpose, “It made us hone in on what’s really important, and
maybe what isn’t that important.” Having online meetings saved Amy’s team travel time within
the building.
Other participants redesigned their meetings to be opportunities for community and
culture building, lamenting the absence of in-person meetings during the shutdown. Peter had
asked the departments in his building to move their meetings away from details that could be
sent via email so they could focus on connecting with each other. Mike, Peter, and Larry all
mentioned the importance of highlighting staff and community celebrations throughout their
meetings. In short, the experience of holding meetings online during the shutdown motivated
leaders to make shifts in how and why they held meetings in general.
Subtheme 2.4: Pandemic as Catalyst
for A Renewed Focus on the Work
At the end of my first interview, I spontaneously asked Mike what he had learned about
himself during the pandemic; I suspected that each participant might offer insights that could
benefit other leaders. Consequently, I asked each participant the same question, “What have you
learned about yourself leading through the pandemic?” That question led them to be
introspective and reflect on their leadership over the previous 18 months. While their answers
varied, there were some overlaps and, overall, their answers felt cohesive once I reviewed the
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data. Their learnings included a passion for people, a renewed focus on the work of school
leadership, and realizations of self and purpose.
The isolation of working and living in the shutdown reminded Rosemary that she was
truly a people-person, “I really missed the camaraderie of being able to talk to people on a daily
basis. That was very important to me.” Peter cited Sinek’s (2011) work related to a leader’s why,
or purpose, so as to inspire action. Charles realized that a supportive network around him was
key to his leadership and growth. Cecilia reflected and observed she learned to delegate by
surrounding herself with smart and trusted people to help her “do some really great work.”
Both David and Amy said that letting go was a skill they had acquired during the
pandemic. David learned to trust his own thoughts, while Amy stressed that, while she had
always been an adaptive leader, the pandemic taught her how to let go:
I learned that actually letting go sometimes is okay, and the world doesn’t end. … It took
me a damn long time to learn that, but I think I’m better at deciding whether those hills
and battles [are the ones] I’m going to die on. I think I also learned that sometimes, what
appears to be a crisis in the moment really isn’t. And sometimes you just have to take a
deep breath and let it lie for a minute.
Mike also elaborated on the need to prioritize what was important in his school:
Some of this was also giving people the freedom to let go of certain things too, right? To
prioritize what’s most important. And there were some things that traditionally we may
have felt like--we valued were really important. But during this pandemic, we learned-that’s not as important right now. We can let that go. Not forget about it, but just put to
the side, focus on smaller chunks of activities.
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The concept of letting go was a needed skill that surfaced during the pandemic for these
principals.
Finally, Mike and Larry highlighted their renewed passion for the work. Larry reflected
on his sense of renewed energy, “I still have an incredible amount of passion for this work…I
realized how much I enjoyed it and I don’t necessarily know if I would have realized that ahead
of time.” In a follow-up email, Larry clarified his thinking further:
The passion and energy for the work that comes from having staff and students present,
engaged, active, etc. … This year is way harder than any other that I have been part of in
years. The passion is back as the need is so high, but it is super hard.
Mike’s answer to my question of what he learned about himself encapsulated the sentiment of
the other seven participants:
That this work is hard. We know it’s hard. We got into it because it’s hard. But we got
into it because we love it, and we can do anything. When we’re passionate about
students, we’re passionate about their well-being, or passionate about their learning and
their growth, we will overcome any obstacle to help them and support them.
Despite the challenges the principals in this study faced, leaders learned about themselves,
expressed a renewed passion and energy for school leadership, and a renewed focus on their
purpose of being a school leader.
The third theme highlighted the shifts that happened in leaders’ practices as a result of the
pandemic. The pandemic catalyzed a shift in grading practices, weekly schedules, and meeting
protocols, listed in the first three subthemes in this section. The final subtheme had a more
personal impact on the leaders in that the pandemic forced them to focus on the critical aspects
of their job and be reminded of the purpose of their work.
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Theme 3: Support is Critical
Participants reported different types of support for leaders and their school community
during the pandemic. They also mentioned the importance and values of different types of
support they needed and practiced. They discussed the value of specific district-level supports,
the critical importance of mental health support for their community, the value of instructional
and emotional support for their teachers, and vitally important self-care practices to support their
own health and wellbeing during the shutdown and return to in-person schooling.
Subtheme 3.1: District Support for
School Leaders
Participants recognized the importance and significance of district-level support. In these
school districts, district leaders interpreted public health mandates and created communications
for the community. District-level employees also created systems with community partners to
provide low-cost or free internet home services to families in need. Charles expressed his
gratitude for district-level support while recognizing the challenges that the central office faced:
And it’s tough because central office folks get very--principals, we get criticized. We
know we have targets on our backs. It comes with the job. And sadly, central office is
always one of those entities that’s criticized for either being too overstaffed or too padded
or too privileged. But I’ll tell you what, those men and women in central support services
earn their pay and [then] some for helping us as principals then support our teachers.
Because I couldn’t have done it--couldn’t have done it without it.
Charles further added gratitude for district-level support with communication to the community:
Whether it's a template or whether it's a protocol, an outline, whether it's guidance for
contact tracing for COVID or [the county’s] latest guidelines. Being able to decode it and
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put into layman's terms so that us, as principals, can then send that out to staff and
hopefully give guidance there's been huge.
The support from the central office was critical in supporting school-level leaders.
District personnel created online schools for families fearful of contracting COVID-19 in
person. Rosemary, as well as other leaders in this study, noted her relief that teachers would not
have to conduct hybrid classes (some students in person with others online at home) in the 20212022 year, “I am thankful that our district decided that if you as a family were fearful of coming
back in person, then you go to the online school that we were not doing a hybrid.” Providing
options for families in the 2021-2022 school year may have relieved some of the school-level
stresses of the hybrid or remote learning of the previous year.
Within the district, principals relied on their assistant principals and each other as well.
Participants pointed out the stress on their administrative team while also commending their
collaborative work. Related to the principals’ collaboration across the district, Mike explained
the benefits of his own peer network during the pandemic:
One [tool] was using my peer network, and so I wasn’t the only high school principal
going through this at the same time. So, we would all work together, principals in our
district sharing best practices, sharing what works, acknowledging that we’re all feeling
and struggling with the same things. But yet, here are strategies and here are things that
we can implement to do to counteract this and to help support it and make things right. I
think just that optimism of, “This too shall pass, and we will get through this, and there
are brighter days ahead.”

74
In summary, district-created systems, including online schools, communications to the
community, and providing resources like food and internet to the community were critical in
supporting principals navigate the demands of leading their school during a pandemic.
Subtheme 3.2: Mental Health Support
for the School Community
Participants reported a lack of mental health support in their community, resulting in
tragic outcomes. To wit, the subject of mental health surfaced in six of the eight conversations
with principals. Two of the principals specifically reported a greater number of deaths by suicide
in their community, including their students. David offered his school’s story where two students
died by suicide, calling it “a 9/11 moment” for him. He further emphasized the impact on his
school’s boundary area, stating, “We’re a small community, and so it’s a recognition of a mental
health crisis… in our community, there’s been a lot of suicide overall.” He then ended saying
somberly, “The biggest challenge is what it has to do with mental health.”
Further related to mental health trauma, my conversation with Larry took a sad turn when
he was talking about mental health support, “I think the only thing I would probably add would
be the challenge of caring for kids in a social, emotional resource way when you knew that they
were hurting and they--that was hard. That was really hard.” We then paused the conversation
due to the emotionality of the memory. Larry went on to say, “The pandemic really underscored
how much we were supporting [students], and we didn’t know until we weren’t there and then
they weren’t supported.” He ended by underscoring the difficulty surrounding the lack of mental
health supports for students, “I mean, that was super hard. Super hard.”
Finally, Mike also explained the critical importance of mental health support while
schools were closed or in hybrid:
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This pandemic has been so hard on everybody for a wide variety of things: fear of getting
sick, fear of dying, economic impacts to themselves or loved ones in their families,
changes in lifestyle. And even just things that we’ve done to make us happy were not
always available and started to impact people’s mental health and wellbeing.
Sadly, the reported lack of mental health support for students had a deleterious, and sometimes
tragic, effect on the entire school community.
Subtheme 3.3: School Leaders’ Support
for Teachers
Five participants pointed out the unique strain on their teachers. Cecilia observed,
“I think teachers endured a lot more stress than I did.” To combat the stress and strain,
participants reported support for teachers included buying them food and coffee, giving time for
collaboration or work in place of a staff meeting, and finding resources to support online
teaching. Further, when speaking the unimagined difficulties of returning to fully in-person
learning this year, Amy stated, “I never would’ve thought that. And so, I think the psychological
effects of that on our teachers and on us, and kids. It’s not measurable.” Larry spoke further to
the challenge principals faced supporting teachers in the online/hybrid teaching environments the
pandemic imposed:
I didn’t know how to support teachers more than just buy them stuff and communicate,
be a constant source. I didn’t know how to help them instructionally because teaching
remotely is different, I bought as many document cameras [as] I could which you
couldn’t find them anymore. I had teachers run professional learning for EdPuzzle and
Pear Deck and all these other resources and tools. But once those days [of shutdown] hit
from eight to whatever, it was like, I got nothing for you. And that was super weird.
Super weird.
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Larry’s lack of self-efficacy challenged what he had known and experienced as a veteran
principal and instructional leader.
Amy echoed the importance of communicating with staff. She believed that constant
communication at the beginning of the pandemic helped allay confusion and aided in managing
the constant changes:
Because I kept communicating with [teachers], they were able to adapt better, because
they just knew that this was where we were living. I think when they didn’t know is when
they were the most fearful and the most stressed.
However, the ongoing pandemic raised new problems and changes that Amy needed to support:
I think that’s why they’re stressed now. Because we’re in that change phase. Because
everything they used to do that worked isn’t working. And that’s a really hard thing for
teachers and staff. And so somehow, we’ve got to get to that. It’s like we almost need to
flip back and say, “No, we’re not back to normal anymore. We’re not back to going,
we’re still in that change phase.”
Amy summarized her thought by emphasizing the need to listen to teachers to best support them
during a challenging time.
Additionally, Mike further echoed the challenge facing school leaders in supporting their
staff members:
I think it was a challenge as teachers, supporting teachers as they had to go through the
various changes of remote learning to hybrid learning to remote to hybrid to two days a
week to four days a week and everything else and then managing quarantines, when we
were deep into--that art job as school leader shifted from being instructional leaders and
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providing safe environments to quarantining students and trying to manage this pandemic
in our buildings.
Mike’s previous notions and experiences of leadership were also challenged as he led his school
through the pandemic.
One other way principals supported their teachers was through food. Like Larry, Charles
and Rosemary also encouraged and supported their staff by often providing food, whether “the
good donuts,” as Rosemary noted, breakfast burritos, or meals. Further, Charles said, “Where we
used to sit down and have a meal together, now all of a sudden, it’s people eating in isolation.
So, we bought boxed lunches, things like that just to say, ‘Thank you,’ and to encourage.”
Leaders have continued that practice into the 2021-2022 school year.
To summarize, throughout my conversations with participants, the novelty of leading
their schools through a pandemic brought up never-before-experienced challenges. Challenges
included how to be an instructional leader and support teachers in a paradigm none of them had
ever experienced. Further, helping teachers pivot between online learning and hybrid learning
models and then back to in-person learning were not leadership shifts and challenges that the
participants had been taught either. Rosemary and I even joked that there was not a guidebook or
leadership class on how to lead through a pandemic. Participants had to adapt quickly as they
learned how to best support their teachers as the pandemic progressed.
Subtheme 3.4: School Leaders’ Support
for Self
Principals’ approaches to self-care took different forms, varying slightly by participant.
However, the theme of getting outside and/or exercising was a constant. Three participants
claimed, while laughing, they did not do a good job of practicing self-care, yet then offered
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examples of how they did care of themselves. Participants reported their practices for self-care as
follows:
•

David practiced yoga and meditated.

•

Rosemary reported that she lost 25 pounds by riding her indoor bicycle while
enjoying Hallmark movies and re-embracing piano playing as stress relievers.

•

Peter, Charles, and Mike worked out religiously, taking advantage of empty schools
and their fitness equipment.

•

Mike participated in online meetings while walking on a treadmill.

•

Three of the participants reported drinking alcohol more frequently during the
pandemic than before.

A final strategy that each participant reported that going outdoors to walk or ride bikes was
beneficial to both their physical and mental health, especially during the shutdown when
socializing outside the family was discouraged. Finally, each participant recognized the
importance of taking care of themselves despite facing unprecedented personal and professional
challenges. Peter succinctly summarized this subtheme in a follow-up email accordingly, “The
need to take care of yourself is critical. I guess that is support that you seek out- but also need to
make the decision that your health and well-being needs to be a priority.”
Subtheme 3.5: School Leaders Creating
Connections as Support
Connecting with teachers and students surfaced as a theme related to supporting the
school community. During the shutdown, in-person, face-to-face connections were lost, creating
a new challenge of intentionally creating opportunities to connect with each other. Mike
highlighted how he fostered opportunities to connect in order to care for and support his
community:
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Frequent check-ins, lots of just touch points, acknowledging where they are, and then
processing with them where we’re going, how can we support? And what does that look
like? I think it happened more often, and it was needed much more often during the
pandemic…it’s connecting with them. It’s acknowledging where they are and helping
them get to where they need to be.
Mike also created opportunities for his staff to connect on the Fridays when students were not in
the building. He called this “Friday Funday.” He elaborated what these Fridays entailed:
Every Friday at lunchtime, we would get the staff together, and we would go outside if
the weather was nice, or we’d go to the gym. And we’d do some physical activity and
team bonding and have fun and take a break from our computer screens and everything
else that was going on just to connect because we were missing those human connections.
Mike had relayed to me that events like Friday Funday helped foster a sense of optimism during
a time when people feared illness, death, and sudden changes in lifestyle.
Charles echoed the loss of connection during the shutdown and worked hard to try to
recover that connection. He celebrated his staff’s efforts and noted the success of the connections
created, “And actually, in our surveys that we had, it was very interesting to see that our kids felt
very connected to our staff.” When I asked how he led that success, he pointed to the passion and
collaboration between teachers, counselors, and his administrative team to connect with students
face-to-face to identify supports for them.
Peter also highlighted the increased need for human connection after the shutdown and
year of hybrid learning. He made connection a focus of his leadership in the 2021-2022 school
year. Related, he reported, “We heard a lot from our staff, about how they want to connect with
each other. They were just so siloed. [They said,] ‘We want to connect, we want to connect.’” He
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added that he even changed his language around how he spoke about meetings, “We don’t call
them meetings anymore. It’s a department connection. It’s staff connection time.” Further, he
also shifted the content of his meetings, stating his agendas listed, “‘Celebrations, connect. some
important information, connect some more, connect some more.’ And those are our agendas.
And so, we celebrate people a lot.” Intentionally setting aside time and creating opportunities to
connect was important to Peter and his staff.
In total, the subtheme of creating connections surfaced as critical support for teachers and
students that the eight principals emphasized as a key practice during the pandemic. The lack of
physical connection during remote and hybrid learning underscored the importance and value of
fostering relationships with and between teachers and students. Finally, participants highlighted
activities and the strong need to create connections to motivate and support their teachers and
their students during the ongoing pandemic.
Summary
In this chapter I presented thick, rich participant profiles as well as the themes and
supporting participants’ significant statements that emerged from the data. Data were compiled
and analyzed from both the transcriptions of participant interviews, my bridling journal, and
theme validation from the participants themselves. I identified four themes, three of which
included relevant subthemes. Theme one presented hardships of the pandemic, including
hardships for leaders, teachers, students, and the whole community. The second theme reported
that symbolic events helped ease the hardships experienced by the school community. The third
theme presented participants’ reports of how the pandemic was a catalyst for making changes in
practices in their building as well as catalyzing a renewed focus on the school leader’s work. The
final theme was support was critical. Subthemes outlining the different types of support the
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participants experienced included district support, mental health support, supporting teachers,
support for self, and connections as support. Again, the 4 themes and the 13 combined subthemes
elucidated the lived experience of 8 high school principals leading during the pandemic.
Living and leading in a pandemic presented unprecedented challenges and difficulties for
all. Fear of the unknown abounded within the school communities, including fear of COVID-19,
death, loss of income, and loss of learning. The principals in this study, however, persevered,
regardless of the difficulties they faced. Their leadership experiences presented here also offered
hope and inspiration as well as practical suggestions in navigating the seemingly endless
pandemic.
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CHAPTER V
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS
Overview of the Study
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to understand the experiences of school
leaders who led their schools through the COVID-19 pandemic. The study focused on high
school principals who worked in 1:1 schools that had implemented the technology prior to the
pandemic. The findings presented may offer other school leaders, district leaders, and
professional organizations tools to support leaders in times of crisis. To that end, the research
question in this phenomenological study was
Q1

What are the lived experiences of high school principals who led through the
COVID-19 pandemic?

The findings related to this question may help inform, normalize, validate, and inspire other
leaders and stakeholders in the community.
The previous chapter presented the findings from transcribed semi-structured interviews
with eight principals. The findings included three themes that pointed to the essence of school
leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic. The first theme related to the hardships of the
pandemic. Subthemes included hardships for school leaders, teachers, students, and the
community. An additional subtheme was that symbolic events were helpful to ease the hardships
experienced by the school community. The second theme presented the pandemic as a catalyst.
Subthemes included shifts in grading practices, weekly schedules, and meeting protocols.
Another subtheme was the pandemic catalyzed a renewed focus on the work of a school leader.
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The third and final theme offered that support during a crisis was critical. Under the third theme,
subthemes included district support, mental health support, teachers’ support, support for self,
and finally, connections as support. Ultimately, these three themes and their subthemes painted
the essence of school leadership during the pandemic for eight principals across Colorado.
In this chapter I present a discussion of the findings and their relation to the literature,
implications for policy and practice, and recommendations. I also revisit the conceptual
framework from Chapter I and propose a revised version of the concept of leadership during a
crisis based on the findings of this study. The chapter concludes with my own surprises,
thoughts, reflections, and personal learning related to leading through the pandemic, the
dissertation process, and my study.
Summary of the Findings
The findings in this study underscored the difficulties of leading during a pandemic but
also identified positive outcomes and critical needs for the school community. The first theme
highlighted the hardships of leading through a pandemic. Leaders and their communities endured
hardships and unprecedented challenges during the shutdown that began on March 13, 2020. The
return to in-person 5-days-a-week schooling in the fall of 2021 brought unanticipated hardships
as well. Many people in the entire community expected to feel a sense of normalcy upon the
return, the principals in this study included. However, the return to school in the fall of 2021
brought numerous issues like increased fights between students, destructive TikTok challenges,
and overwhelming exhaustion on teachers’ and administrators’ parts.
The first subtheme, the pandemic was hard on leaders, described the difficulties the
school leaders in this study experienced. Challenges included shifting school to 100% online and
remote, meaning all school personnel and students logged into virtual platforms for work and
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school. Another challenge leaders faced was when students returned in the fall of 2021, they
were emotionally immature and out of the habit of being 5-days-a-week in-person students,
creating a host of unanticipated problems. Perhaps the biggest challenge was in being an
instructional leader in the unfamiliar milieu of online teaching and learning.
In addition to principals’ own leadership hardships, the pandemic was also difficult on
teachers, the second subtheme under the hardships of the pandemic. At the beginning of the
pandemic, the leaders in this study supported their teachers navigating online platforms to deliver
content and interact with their students. Leaders witnessed their teachers’ fatigue and worry as
the pandemic progressed. Then, with the substitute shortage in the 2020-2021 school year,
teachers faced additional hardships when teaching colleagues’ classes instead of preparing for
their own. The leaders expressed concern for their teachers and the hardships they faced
throughout the pandemic.
Naturally, the pandemic was hard on students, which was the third subtheme. While this
study did not focus on what the students experienced, it was clear from their principals that
students also faced numerous hardships. Students were isolated at home for several months,
accessing their classes via a computer or iPad. When they returned to in-person learning, they
had to re-adjust to being in classes 5 days per week, several hours per day, all while being
masked and facing potential quarantines due to exposure to the virus. Throughout the pandemic
principals worked with teachers and staff to help support their students.
The school community also faced hardships, the fourth subtheme of the hardships of the
pandemic. All of the participants reported unprecedented strains on mental health, some of which
resulted in deaths, tragically. Upon re-entry to schools in the fall of 2021, the pandemic was still
coursing through the community. Students and staff returned to their school buildings amid
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destructive TikTok challenges, perpetual quarantines, and underlying anger that manifested from
ongoing pandemic fatigue. The principals in this study felt mightily the hardships the members
of their entire community experienced.
Despite the hardships in the first theme, I also found a subtheme that symbolic events
helped ease those hardships. Maintaining the tradition of symbolic events like graduation, school
dances, sports, and performances surfaced as a priority in creating normalcy for students and the
entire school community. Events like Friday night football games, for example, brought the
community together outdoors, where the virus was unlikely to spread. These types of events
sparked joy and hope in otherwise bleak times.
The second theme’s finding related to shifts in practices that the pandemic catalyzed. One
shift principals reported was that the pandemic afforded an opportunity to re-think grading
practices in their buildings. Two principals specifically mentioned conducting a book study and
implementation of the ideas in Feldman’s (2018) Grading for Equity. Related, principals also
emphasized the need for teachers to streamline content to focus on essential learnings since time
with students was precious.
The pandemic also catalyzed a change in the weekly schedule for each school. Principals
in this study found the 4-day school week beneficial given the usefulness of the fifth day for
student interventions, professional learning opportunities for teachers, or meetings. Several
participants lamented the return to 5-day in-person learning in 2021 because of the loss of those
systems created during hybrid, 4-day weeks afforded. In another subtheme, principals also
reported the pandemic helped them to make several changes in their meeting protocols that
resulted in more efficient and intentional meetings.
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Another subtheme that surfaced under pandemic as a catalyst was a renewed focus on the
leaders’ work. This subtheme surfaced from a question I had asked regarding each principal’s
learning. Specifically, the subtheme highlighted the principals’ renewed focus on the work of
school leadership, the difficulties of the job during the pandemic, and a renewed sense of
purpose for school leadership.
The final finding pointed to the theme of support. Critical supports included support for
the principal from the district’s central office staff. District-level support encompassed
interpreting health department mandates, distributing communications, creating online schooling
options for families, and providing necessary resources for remote learning.
Another critical area of support fell under the realm of mental health. Mental health
concerns surfaced during my interviews. Some school communities experienced student deaths
by suicide, including my own school. The principals in this study knew how important the
services their school provided and felt the magnitude of that loss during the pandemic.
Supporting teachers and students were critical in the principals’ practices. Principals
spoke about the mental and physical toll the pandemic had taken on teachers, especially during
the 2021-2022 school year, which they expressed as an unanticipated outcome. Finally, teaching
in an online or hybrid environment presented a new challenge for teachers, which offered school
leaders the task of supporting this new system without a previous model of instruction to look to.
Another subtheme of support that was critical came under the name of self-care. When
asked how the principals in this study took care of themselves, the answers ranged from “Not
well” to offering the various ways they managed self-care. Modes of self-care varied from
practicing yoga to working out to playing piano to drinking more frequently. Finally, each

87
participant touted the mental and physical benefits of getting outside to walk or ride a bike to
care for themselves.
Additionally, connection as support surfaced as the final subtheme in my findings.
Principals creating opportunities for people to connect with each other was a meaningful way to
address the hardship of isolation that students, teachers, and administrators felt. The sense of
isolation surfaced during both the shutdown and the following 2020-2021 school year that
consisted of remote and hybrid learning. Principals intentionally created opportunities for
teachers to connect with each other during the school day, like playing games together on days
when students were not in the building or setting meeting agendas around connection and
community building. Principals also reminded and encouraged teachers to seek one-on-one
connections with students, even if only through a screen. Principals reported the value in
encouraging teachers to connect with each other and with their students. Finally, the leaders in
this study were instrumental in creating opportunities for teachers to connect during the school
day to re-establish community and foster positivity in otherwise dark times.
Discussion of the Findings
When I first began working on this study, I was initially worried that the pandemic would
end, and consequently my findings would not be relevant or, in my mind, fresh. However, that
was not the case. At the point of writing this conclusion, the United States was in the third
iteration of the virus with the omicron variant. While the research related to leadership during the
pandemic was scant, every day there was an article in a major news publication about pandemic
fatigue and collective trauma. There was also newer research related to leadership in the medical
community (Ion et al., 2021; Jackson & Nowell, 2021). On the other hand, academic research
related to schools and the pandemic was trickling out more slowly.
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During one of my interviews in November 2021, when Rosemary and I were discussing
the lack of mental health resources, I observed:
I don’t think we realized during the pandemic or before it how much we relied on certain
services, and then they weren’t here, right? And now we’re all coming back. We’ve all
had this collective trauma and no way to process it.
When Peter was discussing the anger in the community, he had also emphasized the trauma that
the pandemic added to children’s experiences, “And to think that we had kids that experienced
trauma before; that’s now times 30 based on what they went through.” Further to the point of
collective trauma, Senior Director of Healthcare Innovation for the American Psychological
Association Vaile Wright, as quoted in the Washington Post (Iati, 2021), emphasized:
We’re just not meant to live under this level of tension for such a prolonged period. So
what that ends up doing is it really wears on our coping abilities to the point where we
aren’t able to regulate our emotions as well as we could before. (para. 9)
The principals in my study have certainly experienced the tension and difficulties COVID-19 has
wrought firsthand.
In another finding in this study, participants mentioned that the professional learning
network among their principal colleagues provided key support for each other. They would reach
out to each other via text messaging or meet on Zoom. Further, Mike accessed his network to
help him cope and share strategies:
I wasn’t the only high school principal going through this at the same time, so we would
all work together, principals in our district sharing best practices, sharing what works,
acknowledging that we’re all feeling and struggling with the same things, but yet, here
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are strategies and here are things that we can implement to do to counteract this and to
help support it, and make things right.
Similarly, in a recent study, Rehm et al. (2021) found that school leaders shared information with
each other on Twitter to help navigate the shift to online learning and other issues that arose
during their leadership during the pandemic.
Furthermore, in Chapter II, I synthesized the leadership behaviors in times of crisis from
eight different studies (Achor & Gielan, 2020; Argenti, 2020; Carter & White, 2018; D’Auria &
De Smet, 2020; DuBrin, 2013; Haslam et al., 2021; Heifetz et al., 2020; Holtom et al., 2020).
Traits that surfaced included communication, being adaptive, having positive mindset/inspiring
hope, practicing shared leadership, being empathetic, creating trust, being charismatic, and being
action-oriented/decisive. Of these traits, building trust did not surface as self-reported leadership
traits in the interview with the principals in this study. Only one principal, Peter, stated that
charisma was one of his strengths, and even then, he felt unsure about reporting that
characteristic as a strength. However, the remaining six traits were reported. Those six traits are
elucidated in the following paragraphs.
Specifically, elaborating on the skill of communication, strong, decisive communication
surfaced in the review of literature as a critical component of leadership (Argenti, 2002;
Coletrain, 2020; DuBrin, 2013; Fernandez & Shaw, 2020; Field, 2020; Harris & Jones, 2020;
Henebery, 2020; Holtom et al., 2020; Nannayonjo et al., 2020; Smith & Riley, 2012; Wilhelm,
2017; Wisittigars & Siengthai, 2019). Indeed, communication was an important and steady task
reported by the leaders in this study throughout the pandemic. The participants in this study
spoke about how much more they communicated during the pandemic with the frequent shifts in
directives from the district level, like going remote during shutdown, or public health mandates.
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Because mandates happened suddenly in districts across the state, communication had to be
delivered immediately and effectively, whether via email or virtually via virtual platforms like
Zoom.
Additionally, the leaders in this study embodied the essence of adaptive leadership
defined in the literature review (Carter & White, 2018; Heifetz et al., 2020; Heifetz & Linsky,
2017; Smith & Riley, 2012). The principals adapted and pivoted several times during the course
of the pandemic, sometimes without notice, as with the shifts from shutdown to online to hybrid
to in-person learning. The school leaders also identified priorities in their schools and led
teachers to do the same with their content by focusing on essential standards.
The participants in this study also reported the importance of fostering collaboration
among staff, albeit via virtual platforms, during the first 18 months of the pandemic. Heifetz et
al. (2009) explained success required the leader be able to engage and manage multiple priorities,
like the leaders in this study, within the organization’s community to identify what success
would entail and then to bring it to fruition. The eight leaders in this study adapted so their
schools could not only survive but start to thrive during the unprecedented and ever-changing
challenges of the pandemic.
Regarding the trait of leaders holding a positive mindset in the face of a crisis (Achor &
Gielan, 2020; D’Auria & De Smet, 2020; Haslam et al., 2021; Smith & Riley, 2012), Mike
specifically pointed to his positivity and optimism as his strengths in both regular times and
during the pandemic. On the contrary, Peter related a story to me that a teacher had accused him
of practicing toxic positivity, a term bandied about during the pandemic meaning positivity that
was void of empathy. He replied, “I’m not a positive person. I’m sorry but I’m a realist and this
sucks.” While the other participants did not mention being a positive person per se, their overall
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attitude and the way they related stories in a positive tone and with open body language
demonstrated a positive mindset despite the challenges they shared.
Shared leadership arose in the conversations with some of the participants. Each principal
in this study was surrounded by an administrative team comprised of assistant principals and
deans. Three of the participants expressed gratitude for their team and implied that shared
leadership was a common practice. Finally, Rosemary stressed the importance of shared
leadership so that she was not making decisions in isolation or shouldering burdens alone. To
this point, Fernandez and Shaw (2020) noted best practices for leaders navigating a crisis
included “connecting with people as individuals and establishing mutual trust, distributing
leadership throughout the organization and communicating clearly and often with all
stakeholders” (p. 41).
Another trait of crisis leadership in the literature was empathy (Argenti, 2002, 2020;
D’Auria & De Smet, 2020; Heifetz et al., 2020; Holtom et al., 2020; Smith & Riley, 2012). A
benefit of leaders’ empathy was that it could foster strong relationships between leaders and their
staff that may then result in resolving any issues that arose related to a crisis (Smith & Riley,
2012). Empathy per se did not surface overtly when I asked the participants about their
leadership strengths. However, I inferred that these eight leaders were indeed empathetic by their
voice in stories they told and looks on their faces as they emoted during the conversation. The
empathy they expressed for their staff, students, and their community was unmistakable,
nonetheless.
Leaders in this study created events filled with hope. The eight principals touted
successes like holding Prom, Homecoming, and graduation despite the challenges of abiding by
public health mandates. These types of symbolic events were important milestones for teenagers
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because they created what Heath and Heath (2019) called “defining moments.” A defining
moment “is a short experience that is both memorable and meaningful” (Heath & Heath, 2019, p.
17). Heath and Heath offered that defining moments were created from four different elements:
elevation, insight, pride, and connection. When leaders created moments, like a school dance,
graduation, or college signing days, for example, they were creating shared opportunities of
connection. These events created connection between peers, with family members, and among
the greater community. The importance of these types of events could not be understated and
must be created despite the difficulties a crisis may pose. They would serve as touchpoints of
connection and hope.
While the topic of crisis leadership had tended to focus solely on the leader,
considerations for people being led also surfaced in the literature, as highlighted in Chapter II.
To wit, Haslam et al. (2021) proposed several lessons associated with effective crisis
management and tending to other people. The two lessons that aligned best with the participants
in this study were, “Be empathetic rather than punitive” and “Provide ongoing support to those
who need it” (Haslam et al., 2021, p. 64). Participants supported and cared for teachers by
buying them food and coffee, giving time for collaboration or work in place of staff meetings,
and finding resources to support online teaching and learning.
Additionally, concerns for leaders’ well-being surfaced in the literature (Brackett et al.,
2020; Direen, 2017; Harris & Jones, 2020; Kafele, 2020; Netolicky, 2020; Shirley et al., 2020;
Smith & Riley, 2010; Wilson, 2020) and aligned with the findings in this study. Harris (2020)
stated, “Self-care must be the number one priority for all leaders to ensure that they remain
healthy and well enough to support others” (p. 5). The findings and significant statements from
participants in this study underscored the importance of self-care contained in Harris’s quote.
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The leaders’ well-being must be considered and heeded to while leading others through a
disruption, crisis, or even in normal times.
The assumption that a crisis could serve as a catalyst for change was presented in the
literature on crisis leadership. To this point, Brockner and James (2008) posited, “Our working
assumption is that crises have the potential to be a catalyst for positive organizational change.
That is, if handled appropriately, crises may leave the organization or its constituents better off
than they were beforehand” (p. 95). The findings in this study suggested that certain practices
related to streamlining meetings and course content indeed changed for the better as a result of
the pandemic.
Additionally, the pandemic catalyzed new ways of thinking and acting, thus, requiring
leaders in this study to lead through adaptive change, which ultimately helped their schools’
stakeholders navigate the second-order change (Marzano et al., 2005). Leaders were adaptive by
identifying priorities, setting high expectations for learning, and fostering collaboration among
staff to be successful in navigating the changes wrought by the pandemic (Carter & White, 2018;
Heifetz et al., 2020; Smith & Riley, 2012).
The findings in this study extended the research on crisis leadership, specifically related
to school leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic. This study offered the unique finding of
the importance of creating and fulfilling defining moments like graduation or other traditional
school events, despite the challenges of the long-term crisis. These events considered the
emotional needs of the school community’s stakeholders and instilled a sense of hope and
normalcy during a hardship. The findings of this study also underscored the value of specific
leadership traits like clear and frequent communication, being adaptive, demonstrating empathy
and care for others, and practicing self-care.
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When I began collecting data for this study, I had not thought about how living in
Colorado might surface at all. Each participant shared how getting outside was a strategy they
used in taking care of themselves, sometimes mentioning going to the mountains. I wonder if
people in less outdoorsy states or urban settings would report on those benefits as well.
One thing that surprised me was that, while the participants reported feeling tired, none
expressed a desire to leave the profession as a result of the hardships of the pandemic. Rosemary
said, while she could retire at any moment, she offered, “When I’m not doing a good job and not
taking care of kids the way I’m supposed to, then I’ll leave.” Again, her passion for her school
was palpable. Larry, like Rosemary, talked about how many people counted the years to
retirement. He expressed a continued love for the career and added, “I guess it (the pandemic)
created that sense of understanding anew in me.” Meeting with administrators like the ones in
this study not only offered surprises but also helped me refocus on my own purpose for school
leadership.
Implications for Practice and Policy
The implications of the findings in this study underscored key leadership skills, specific
practices, as well as calls for policy implementation. Included in this section are implications for
school- and district-level leaders, principal licensure programs, and implications for policy.
Implications for School Leaders
The implications of this study’s findings may be useful to other experienced school
principals leading through a crisis. The findings may help other school leaders normalize and
validate their own experiences leading through the pandemic. During each interview, I remember
seeing the principals’ faces relax when I concurred that my school encountered the same
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challenges that they were. Additionally, other leaders may glean inspiration to persevere through
hard times by reading the experiences of the eight principals in this study.
Another implication for school leaders, or any leader for that matter, underscored the
importance of being an adaptive leader. The pandemic wrought multiple shifts and sudden
changes requiring leaders to adapt quickly. Leading a school would require this skill in normal
times, yet in times of crisis adaptivity would be paramount to a school’s survival and progress.
Finally, the importance of leaders’ resilience to manage external factors while steering
their school through a crisis could not be understated. Resilience may be demonstrated by
practicing self-care. Harris and Jones (2020) emphasized the importance of self-care, “Self-care
and consideration must be the main priority and prime concern for all school leaders” (p. 245). I
fear that without resilience and a self-care practice, leaders may burn out or face illness
themselves.
Implications for District-Level
Leadership
An implication of the finding related to district support for school leaders included its
importance in handling technical and logistical issues that arose during a crisis. Previous research
indicated district-level structures that emerged during the pandemic included professional
development to school leaders to support remote and hybrid learning (Levin, 2020); providing
resources to support families’ access to the internet and the technology to access learning online
(Amin, 2020; Klein, 2021); and providing food for entire families (Fu, 2020). Participants in this
study reported the helpfulness of district-level support, including interpreting public health
mandates and sending out community-wide communications. The districts’ ownership of those
tasks then allowed school leaders to invest time in other critical school-level tasks, including
instructional leadership and creating student interventions and teacher supports.
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Implications for Principal Licensure
Programs
Additionally, the findings of this study may inform educational leadership programs as
well as serve as a call to action. To this point, while participants in this study noted a lack of
formal preparation for a crisis, Harris and Jones (2020) also noted the lack and issued a call for
action
Most school leadership preparation and training programmes prior to COVID19 are
likely to be out of step with the challenges facing school leaders today. In many cases, the
existing preparation and training programmes, along with the models of leadership they
espouse, will require a radical re-think and significant modification to remain relevant for
aspiring and practising school leaders. (p. 245).
Leadership programs may now seek to include curriculum to support future school leaders in
managing a crisis, especially given that the pandemic has shown no sign of ending. Furthermore,
curriculum may also include how to lead and respond to trauma within the community during
and after a collective trauma, whether a pandemic or other crisis. Rosemary and I joked that there
was not a guidebook for principals leading through a crisis and Varela and Fedynich (2020)
noted that principal licensure programs offered little preparation for supporting school leaders
through a crisis. This study may then offer teachable skills and behaviors that could be adopted
into the curriculum to inform and prepare future school leaders who may face a crisis.
Implications for Policy
Based on the participants’ reports of lack of mental health services during the shutdown,
an implication for policy should include the importance of providing mental health support for
the entire school community, especially when in-person access is limited. Given the traumatic
nature of the pandemic, policy mandating trauma-response training for all staff members would
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be beneficial for the whole community. Finally, policy for professional development for school
leaders around crisis management and adaptive leadership may help leaders through any
potential disruptive event.
Recommendations for School Leaders
Facing and leading through a crisis, whether a natural disaster, a pandemic, or a tragedy
in the school community, may pose the biggest challenge in a leader’s career. As a practitioner,
there may not be time to read studies about how other leaders responded to and navigated
through a crisis, especially at the onset of the crisis. To that end, based on the findings in this
study, I offer the following recommendations for school leaders.
1.

Access your personal and professional networks for support. Support might be an

informal group of fellow principals who communicate via group messaging on their phones or
who meet in person to swap stories, share resources, and make sense of what is occurring in their
respective communities. Leaders might also consider utilizing social media to find practical
resources or build connections with other leaders in similar situations as another source of
support.
2.

Let go. Being an adaptive leader amid the constraints of a crisis may be extra

challenging. Strategies to be adaptive include analyzing priorities and letting go of practices that
do not serve the organization or the leader themself. David reflected on letting go of control,
“One of the things I’ve learned about myself is I really can let go. I can let others, and still, feel
okay about the job I’m doing.” School leaders need to give teachers permission to prioritize and
focus on essential learnings and course content, putting to the side or even omitting those nowextraneous elements completely.
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3.

Create defining moments amid the crisis. To paraphrase one participant, turn the

challenge into a positive, even if it means holding the Homecoming dance on the football field.
These types of moments for students and the community may provide hope, and perhaps more
important, interpersonal connection.
4.

Care for staff and students. Toward the beginning of the shutdown, Harris (2020)

noticed a key to leadership during the pandemic, “Kindness, gratitude and empathy are now the
leadership currency to get things done. Making reasonable demands on colleagues and having
patience for others and self are imperative for those leading schools” (p. 5). Practicing care for
others may serve school leaders to foster and maintain positive relationships as well create a
layer of non-technical support for others.
5.

Practice self-care. Venture outdoors often; exercise, even if it is in your office;

meditate; or revive a hobby, like Rosemary and her piano playing. Finally, practice compassion
for yourself because, like your staff, you are also experiencing trauma and need to have self-care
tools on hand to persevere, maintain your own well-being, and lead.
Recommendations for Future Research
Several recommendations for future research have surfaced since I first began this study.
First, I specifically limited my participant selection criteria to include principals from established
1:1 device schools. The rationale for that was to be able to focus on questions of leadership
versus issues related to technicalities related to the distribution of devices like iPads and
computers. While a limitation to my study, it would also lend itself to future research to include
any schools, regardless of previous technology adoption.
Additionally, I focused on principals who had been serving as a principal since, at least,
the 2018-2019 school year. My intention was to allow a basis of comparison of a solid year of
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school leadership experience prior to the 2019-2020 school year that was derailed by pandemic.
The principals in this study had between 7 and 24 years of experience, far exceeding the
minimum of years required for this study. This limitation, therefore, allowed for research of new
or novice principals’ experiences leading through the pandemic.
Finally, I focused solely on high school principals in this study. Much has yet to be
learned by researching the experiences of other members of the school community, including
elementary and middle school leaders. Moreover, by studying the experiences of superintendents
and other district-level leadership, we may learn additional systems of support they implemented.
Furthermore, researching the superintendent experience may offer additional models of
leadership during a crisis from Heifetz et al.’s (2009) balcony-level perspective.
Continuing with Heifetz et al.’s metaphor of the ballroom, gaining the perspective from
the dance floor would be beneficial as well. Researching teachers’ experiences from the dance
floor, rather classroom, would be greatly informative for school leaders and the greater
community alike. Teachers’ experiences differed from school leaders’ experiences because of
their day-to-day practices teaching online, in hybrid situations with students in front of them and
online, or in person with students wearing masks, all adding new teaching constraints and
opportunities.
Finally, additional areas of research could include students, families, and even school
board members. I would argue that no member of the school community has been untouched by
the pandemic. Therefore, much remains to be learned from the myriad voices in the community
and their lived experiences during the pandemic.
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Limitations of the Study
According to Omori (2017), providing the limitations of a study may help readers avoid
overgeneralizing the results. While the findings reported in this study contributed to the growing
body of research on the phenomenon of leadership during the COVID-19 pandemic, the results
could not be generalized to a wider population of all high school principals. Further, it was
uncertain whether these eight principals’ experiences were typical of all the principals leading
through the pandemic given the combined uniqueness of working in a 1:1 school and their vast
years of experience as principal. To emphasize this uniqueness, the average longevity for a
principal was 4 years (Levin & Bradley, 2019). Further to the uniqueness of these participants,
these principals all worked in schools where devices were purchased for each student, indicating
the financial stability of those districts. Finally, while Vagle (2018) stated that there was no set
number of participants in a phenomenological study, this study may have been further limited by
the small sample of eight participants, the minimum set out in the original design of this study.
Summary
In this chapter, I presented a summary and discussion of the findings and their relation to
the literature. I also included implications for school leaders, district-level leadership,
educational leadership programs, as well as implications for policy. I have also included
recommendations for practice for school leaders based on the findings of this study. The final
section concludes with my own personal thoughts and reflections gleaned throughout the
research process.
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Personal Thoughts and Reflections
Empathy and Connectedness
Throughout my conversations with the eight principals in my study, I experienced a sense
of empathy and connectedness with each one, albeit in different ways. I felt an immediate
connection with Cecilia. After talking for a few minutes, we discovered that we held much in
common. We were both single mothers of now-adult children. We had also lived in the same
midwestern state. While she was from that state, I worked there for 5 years teaching at a
university not far from her hometown. At the time of our interview, she worked in my previous
district, so I understood the context she was working in as we spoke.
The evening before Cecilia and I were scheduled to meet, we had run into each other at a
happy hour event sponsored by a company that sells yearbooks, class rings, and products related
to graduation. We spoke briefly about the next morning’s conversation and shifted from an inperson meeting to a Zoom call to allow time for me to get to another appointment. I mentioned
the general topics we would cover, including how she took care of herself during the pandemic.
She joked, while pointing at her martini, that she did not do a good job of that during the
pandemic and had gained weight. We then commiserated together because we had both gained
weight and drunk more during the pandemic, admitting that we were at a new record high
weight. We laughed hard about it as I left the venue.
With Amy I felt a sense of empathy when we were talking about the abrupt shift in home
life and experiencing our husbands being home every day while we were working to lead our
schools. With Rosemary, I also felt right at ease, as if we had been friends for years. In my
bridling journal, I wrote, “Omg I love her. She’s so warm and nice. I think we could have chatted
all night over a bottle of wine. I felt like I’d known her for years.” Upon further reflection, I
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could not help but wonder if my connection was stronger with the female participants because
we were both women, leaders, and mothers. At one point Rosemary asked me pointedly, “How
many women administrators do you interact with at the high school level?” “Not too many,” I
admitted. I had hoped to interview more female participants than the three, as well as participants
of color. However, between the lack of women and people of color’s presence in the high school
community, the participants in my study were mostly White men.
In summary, in all my conversations with the participants, I appreciated their openness
and vulnerability in sharing painful memories of loss and frustration during the pandemic. The
empathy the eight principals showed for their community was profound. I walked away from our
conversations with a deep respect and care for each participant in this study.
My Lived Experience
In my bridling journal, I wrote about my experiences as an assistant principal helping
lead my school through a seemingly endless pandemic. Several emotions surfaced, both as I
spoke with the principals in my study and as I read and re-read the data. I felt inspired and
hopeful while also sad and frustrated. Walking into these interviews, I expected each principal to
say they were tired, frustrated, and ready to leave the profession. However, none expressed a
desire to leave. Many were, in fact, tired and ready for a vacation, given my interviews happened
in the last half of fall semester. However, I walked away from each interview with a smile on my
face knowing that the staff and students in those schools were well cared for.
In my bridling journal, I pondered to myself, “What is it like to experience school
leadership during a pandemic?” My thoughts follow:
Unprecedented, hard, lack of connection to others and to the kids. It’s frustrating. It’s
emotionally difficult to know that kids are suffering, and we can’t give them the access
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they need to valuable, and sometimes lifesaving, resources. Free school lunch is only the
tip of the iceberg in meeting a family’s needs. The strain on everyone’s mental health is
putting additional stress on our system. It’s taking months before people can make an
appointment to see a mental health provider. The feeling of lack of control. People start
to control what they can. They say, “This too shall pass,” but will it? Or is this the new
normal?
Additionally, after reflecting further on my conversations with the participants in this study and
thinking about my own experiences as an assistant principal leading during a pandemic, I felt
deeply the magnitude of the challenges we had faced and were still facing. At the beginning of
the pandemic, my school also experienced a student’s death by suicide, emphasizing the sense of
isolation we felt as we saw our students suffering without human connection.
I agreed with the principals in my study that the 2021-2022 school year was even harder
than the previous two. At this point in the spring of 2022, not a week in my school had not gone
by without our counselors conducting several suicide risk assessments and completing child
protective services reports. The anger and disconnect between students themselves have resulted
in more fights and confrontations than I had ever seen in my career. The level of violence I
witnessed firsthand fall of 2021 left me jumpy and fearful as I supervised passing periods and
school dismissal. I could not help but think of the collective trauma we had all endured due to the
ongoing pandemic and its repercussions on society as a whole.
From conducting interviews with the eight dedicated and thoughtful participants, I was
reminded of my own passion for education and for learning. The eight participants were resilient,
innovative, and inspiring. As I anticipate becoming a principal myself, I will be forever grateful
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for the expertise and encouragement I gained from Mike, Charles, Amy, Peter, Larry, Rosemary,
David, and Cecilia.
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Dear Principal X:
I am a doctoral candidate in the Ed.D. program for Educational Leadership and Policy Studies at
UNC. I am also an assistant principal at Longmont High in a 1:1 iPad district. Formerly, I
worked in Thompson School District as a teacher then an AP.
I am ready to begin the research portion of my dissertation. In short, the topic of my study is
secondary school leadership during the pandemic. Specifically, my research question is What
are the lived experiences of high school principals who led through the COVID-19
pandemic?
The criteria to participate in my study follow:
● You’ve been a high school principal since the 2018-2019 school year
● You work in a 1:1 school/district (any device, iPad, Mac, Chromebook, etc.)
● Your school is in Colorado
If you meet the criteria and are willing to be a participant in my study, please complete this brief,
3-minute survey in this link. Based on the number of responses and criteria, I may then reach out
to schedule an interview with you either in person or via virtual conferencing. The interview and
potential follow-up questions will take approximately 60-120 minutes of your time total.
During our interview, I would like to learn about your experiences, both successes and
challenges, leading through the pandemic. Once my research is completed, I will share the
findings of my research with you.
Feel free to let me know if you have any questions about my study or your possible participation
in it.
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School Leadership During the Pandemic
Start of Block: Consent

1
CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO

Project Title:

School Leadership Through the COVID-19 Pandemic

Researcher:
Phone Numbers:
e-mails:

Deanna K. Dykstra-Lathrop
(970) 481-7581
dyks5259@bears.unco.edu

Research advisor:
Phone Number:
Email:

Dr. Amie Cieminski,
(970) 351-1853
amie.cieminski@unco.edu

The primary purpose of this study is to learn about secondary school principals’ leadership
experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic. The research question guiding this study is What
are the lived experiences of secondary school principals who led through the COVID-19
pandemic? I am interviewing principals who work in schools that have an established program of
1:1 technology for secondary students. As a participant in this research, you will be asked to
complete a semi-structured interview consisting of open-ended questions pertaining to your
experiences as a school leader during the pandemic. The interview will be conducted in person or
via a virtual platform. The interview will be audio-recorded, transcribed, and then analyzed.
My goal is to maximize yours and your school’s confidentiality by using pseudonyms and
identifying details about your school and district. Transcripts of interviews will be stored in a
password-protected file on my computer for no longer than three years. All recordings of
interviews will be deleted within one year after the completion of the study. Results of the study
will be presented in a dissertation. All original documents and consent forms will be kept in a
locked office at the University of Northern Colorado.
Risks to you are minimal. The interview will take approximately 60-120 minutes of your time
total. The risks are no more than those encountered in daily routines and conversations as a
leader of a school. Some participants may experience discomfort associated with a one-on-one
interview process in and of itself. The benefits to you include the time and space for reflection on
your own practices and experiences as a school leader during the ongoing pandemic. Indirect
benefits include the information gained from this study and contribution of knowledge related to
the topic.
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Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you begin
participation, you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be
respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read
the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would
like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be sent/given to you to retain for
future reference.
If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant, please
contact the Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado Greeley, CO
80639; 970-351-1910.
2

Please select one answer.

o
o

Yes, I give consent to participate in this study. (1)
No, I do NOT give consent to participate in this study. (2)

Display This Question:
If Please select one answer. = Yes, I give consent to participate in this study.
3

Please sign below.

Display This Question:
If Please select one answer. = Yes, I give consent to participate in this study.
4

How many total years have you served as a principal?

o
o
o
o

1-2 years (1)
3-6 years (2)
7-10 years (3)
11+ years (4)

Skip To: 11 If How many total years have you served as a principal? = 1-2 years
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Display This Question:
If Please select one answer. = Yes, I give consent to participate in this study.
5

Your name
________________________________________________________________

Display This Question:
If Please select one answer. = Yes, I give consent to participate in this study.
6

Your email
________________________________________________________________

Display This Question:
If Please select one answer. = Yes, I give consent to participate in this study.
7

Your school
________________________________________________________________

Display This Question:
If Please select one answer. = Yes, I give consent to participate in this study.
8

Your school district
________________________________________________________________

Display This Question:
If Please select one answer. = Yes, I give consent to participate in this study.
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9

Your gender

o
o
o

Female (1)
Male (2)
Non-binary (3)

Display This Question:
If Please select one answer. = Yes, I give consent to participate in this study.
10

Your ethnicity/race
________________________________________________________________

Display This Question:
If How many total years have you served as a principal? = 1-2 years
11

Thank you for answering. However, this does not fit my participant criteria. Have a great
year!

o

Exit survey (1)

Skip To: End of Survey If Thank you for answering. However, this does not fit my participant
criteria. Have a great year! = Exit survey
Skip To: End of Survey If Thank you for answering. However, this does not fit my participant
criteria. Have a great year! = Exit survey
End of Block: Consent
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CONSENT FORM FOR HUMAN PARTICIPANTS IN RESEARCH
UNIVERSITY OF NORTHERN COLORADO

Project Title:

School Leadership Through the COVID-19 Pandemic

Researcher:
Phone Numbers:
e-mails:

Deanna K. Dykstra-Lathrop
(XXX) XXX-XXXX
dyks5259@bears.unco.edu

Research advisor:
Phone Number:
Email:

Dr. Amie Cieminski,
(XXX) XXX-XXXX
amie.cieminski@unco.edu

The primary purpose of this study is to learn about high school principals’ leadership experiences
during the COVID-19 pandemic. The research question guiding this study is What are the lived
experiences of high school principals who led through the COVID-19 pandemic? I am
interviewing principals who work in schools that have an established program of 1:1 technology
for secondary students. As a participant in this research, you will be asked to complete a semistructured interview consisting of open-ended questions pertaining to your experiences as a
school leader during the pandemic. The interview will be conducted in person or via a virtual
platform. The interview will be audio-recorded, transcribed, and then analyzed.
My goal is to maximize yours and your school’s confidentiality by using pseudonyms and
identifying details about your school and district. Transcripts of interviews will be stored in a
password-protected file on my computer for no longer than three years. All recordings of
interviews will be deleted within one year after the completion of the study. Results of the study
will be presented in a dissertation. All original documents and consent forms will be kept in a
locked office at the University of Northern Colorado.
Risks to you are minimal. The interview will take approximately 60-120 minutes of your time
total. The risks are no more than those encountered in daily routines and conversations as a
leader of a school. Some participants may experience discomfort associated with a one-on-one
interview process in and of itself. The benefits to you include the time and space for reflection on
your own practices and experiences as a school leader during the ongoing pandemic. Indirect
benefits include the information gained from this study and contribution of knowledge related to
the topic.
Participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you begin
participation, you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. Your decision will be
respected and will not result in loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. Having read
the above and having had an opportunity to ask any questions, please sign below if you would
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like to participate in this research. A copy of this form will be given to you to retain for future
reference. If you have any concerns about your selection or treatment as a research participant,
please contact the Office of Research, Kepner Hall, University of Northern Colorado Greeley,
CO 80639; 970-351-1910.

______ Yes, I give consent to participate in this study.
______ No, I do NOT give consent to participate in this study.

___________________________________________________________________________

Participant’s Signature

Date

Researcher’s Signature

Date
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Title: School Leadership Through the COVID-19 Pandemic

Participant: _____________________________________Date: ________________________
Introduction
I am Deanna Dykstra-Lathrop. I am a doctoral student at UNC and an assistant principal in SVVSD. I
am conducting research on school leaders’ experiences during the pandemic. You were chosen because
you meet my selection criteria: you’ve been in the position since before the pandemic and you’re in a
1:1 device school. My research question is What are the lived experiences of high school principals
who led through the COVID-19 pandemic? I am focusing on principals, like you, who work in schools
that have an established program of 1:1 technology.
That said, your participation is voluntary. You may decide not to participate in this study and if you
begin participation, you may still decide to stop and withdraw at any time. With your permission, I
would like to get started. I am going to begin recording.
Thank you for completing the consent form online.
Warm up prompts:
I would like to just get a few details about you and your job:
● How long have you worked at this school _____ years _______months
● What brought you to the principalship?
● What are your strengths as a leader? (Communication, charisma, adaptive, positive/charismatic
mindsets, decisive, action oriented, empathetic…)
● Tell me how this strength has served you in the pandemic.
Questions and Probes
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Continue transition to pandemic leadership.
Question: Think of time that you felt a sense of triumph during the pandemic.
Probes:
Tell me more about that.
What was that story?
Are there other successes you’d like to share?
Question: Think about a particularly challenging moment during your leadership during the
pandemic.
Probes:
Describe that more for me.
What was the outcome of that challenge?
Tell me that story.
Question: How did you take care of yourself? Others?
Question: You mentioned ______, describe that more in detail for me, please.
Question: You talked about ______. What was that like for you?
Question: Can you give me a specific example of ________?
Probe: Describe that experience for me.
(Listen, pause, paraphrase, mirror responses to get greater detail. Keep notes in bridling journal.)
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Closing
As you reflect on our conversation today, is there anything else you would like to share with me about
your challenges and experiences leading during the pandemic?
● Summarize
● Thank participant
● Offer to share final project once completed
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